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I. Introduction
In China, as elsewhere, hydropower presents development practitioners with a dilemma. Hydropower 
holds the promise of relatively cheap, clean, and sustainable electrical power generation; and yet, it 
can also generate significant and complex environmental and social problems. A major challenge is 
striking a balance between potential development benefits and development-induced harms.

Population displacement and resettlement in China as in  
other countries typically creates the most severe of social  
problems resulting from hydropower development.  
Because hydropower development usually requires creation 
of large storage reservoirs, the scale of land acquisition  
and resettlement-related impacts usually is larger  
than for most other kinds of infrastructure projects.  And  
the scope of impacts is typically more severe; inundation 
causes total losses for individuals or families, for whole  
communities (or even towns or cities), for infrastructure 
and services, and for markets and businesses. Those  
affected usually cannot avoid significant difficulties  
involved in re-establishing lives, livelihoods, and relationships 
in different and sometimes unfamiliar surroundings.

Over the past five decades, China has taken steps to identify 
and assess recurring problems and to systematically 
strengthen hydropower resettlement planning and implementation. This systemic sectoral approach to 
resettlement stands in marked contrast to less effective and often ad hoc practices in other countries, 
and even to other sectors within China itself. The system comprises three key elements: (a) laws and 
regulations that authorize and require effective performance, (b) management structure that provides 
functional procedures and sufficient resources, and (c) arrangements that incentivize both resettlement 
officials and those affected by resettlement toward more responsive actions.

The Chinese experience suggests  
potentially valuable means by which  
other countries (and sectors) can  
improve resettlement performance. 

Most significantly, the China  
hydropower experience demonstrates 
that it is possible to plan and implement  
resettlement in ways that are more  
likely to promote project efficiency  
as well as successful resettlement  
outcomes, even under the most  
difficult and complex of  
circumstances.

4
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        China’s Hydropower Resettlement Experience in Context

Since the 1970s, China’s planners have promoted hydropower projects as a strategically vital means to  
increase electricity generation for national development. The scale of hydropower development has  
increased significantly in more recent decades. More than 3,300 medium- or large-scale hydropower  
projects have been constructed — the Three Gorges Project being the largest and most famous — with 
China’s hydropower output now totaling about one-third of the global total. 

The construction of these sizable dams and the filling of the reservoirs behind them has caused  
population resettlement on a massive scale, with an estimated 24 million Chinese people relocated to  
accommodate hydropower schemes since the 1970s.  In the earlier years, building dams and reservoirs 
was promoted as a development imperative; construction was seen as immediately necessary while 
any ensuing environmental and social impacts had to be dealt with later. Earlier experiences demonstrated 
the difficulty of the various tasks associated with rebuilding homes and restoring livelihoods for  
thousands of households. These tasks often have proven to be extraordinarily challenging, especially 
as hydro projects generally have been situated in remote areas characterized by poverty, or inhabited 
by ethnic minority groups. In many instances, the lack of prior assessment of impacts as well as plans 
for their mitigation greatly compounded the difficulties in addressing them over subsequent decades. 

According to domestic and international assessments, with time and experience Chinese resettlement 
practice in hydropower projects has become increasingly sophisticated and successful.1 But these  
reports focused generally on performance on select aspects of resettlements in a particular project; 
until recently, no systematic review of hydropower sectoral strategy or performance regarding resettlement 
has been undertaken.

In 2018, the China Renewable Energy Engineering Institute (CREEI) initiated a sectoral study examining 
land acquisition and resettlement regulations, standards, and practices across more than four decades 
of hydropower experience in China. The study also included systematic review of performance in  
14 project cases. The study resulted in a report, drafted in 2019, entitled “A Review of Resettlement 
Management Experience in the Hydropower Sector in China”.2 

This review summarizes the China hydropower resettlement experience as assessed by Chinese  
resettlement practitioners for the purpose of identifying lessons that may be applicable elsewhere. Of 
course, the China hydropower context includes unique or unusual aspects, and others would need to 
adapt China’s lessons to their own country or sector conditions. Nevertheless, for policymakers and 
practitioners interested in strengthening the efficiency and effectiveness of resettlement performance 
— at either the sectoral or single-project level — this review identifies practical steps they may find 
ready for consideration or use.   

A. 

A. China’s Hydropower Resettlement Experience in Context

1 See, for example, Involuntary Resettlement: Comparative Perspectives, World Bank Series on Evaluation and Development, Volume 2 (New  
Brunswick and London: Transaction Publishers, 2001). This volume includes a review of resettlement performance in the World Bank-supported Shuikou 
Hydropower Project, which also is among the cases included in the CREEI Report that is the subject of this review.   

2 As of this writing, the report was still in working draft status. This paper refers to it as the CREEI Report.
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As summarized in greater detail in this review, the CREEI Report found that learning from experience 
over time contributed to emergence of a systematic management approach to land acquisition and 
resettlement processes. A corresponding shift in objectives also occurred; resettlement was seen less 
as an obstacle in the path of construction and more as an opportunity to promote positive development 
results in areas where hydropower projects were to be built. 

More specifically, the CREEI Report notes several key factors that have contributed over time to  
improvements in resettlement performance:

• Recognition of hydropower as a national development priority. Facing difficult and recurring  
resettlement challenges in earlier projects, governmental and sectoral authorities decided that 
resettlement management within a sector designated as strategically important for national  
development warranted systematic engagement in legislation or regulation, in administration, in 
project practice, and in methods of engagement with the affected people. In other words,  
achieving the development potential of the sector, which had been limited somewhat by  
continuing problems associated with resettlement, required elaboration of a deliberate strategy to 
improve resettlement performance.

• Strengthening laws and the regulatory framework for resettlement. Over the decades, China has 
adopted or reformed laws and regulations relating to land acquisition and resettlement in general, 
and to hydropower resettlement processes in particular. This includes State Council promulgation 
in 2006 of the landmark Regulations on Land Acquisition, Compensation and Resettlement for 
Construction of Large- and Medium-Sized Water Conservancy and Hydropower Projects (Decree 
No. 471 of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China). Corresponding legal or regulatory 
changes also have been adopted at the provincial and county levels. While improving the efficiency 
of project delivery is also a major goal, the primary driver of legal and regulatory change has  
been efforts to avoid or minimize hardships or impoverishment imposed on local communities or 
residents as a result of government-supported development initiatives.

• Elaborating systematic technical standards and planning requirements. While resettlement  
planning and practice in many countries often involves a more ad hoc approach to determining 
standards applicable on a project-specific basis, China has elaborated a much more systematic 
approach to hydropower resettlement. China’s National Development and Reform Commission 
has promulgated 28 separate technical standards to guide hydropower resettlement  
processes on aspects as disparate as physical survey standards to new township design  

standards. Other agencies also have established technical 
standards or procedures relating to resettlement planning, 
implementation, and monitoring, with more technical  
standards currently under development. The CREEI Report 
indicates that the proliferation of standards and procedures 
provides practical solutions to recurring technical problems 
and also increases the coherence and consistency of  
resettlement processes, reducing confusion and controversy 
along the way.

I. Introduction
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• Strengthening administrative review, approvals and implementation monitoring processes. The 
CREEI Report highlights administrative indifference to planning and implementation practices  
as well as poor coordination between or among various agencies or levels of government as  
impediments to effective resettlement in earlier decades. Over time, more specific requirements 
have been instituted for administrative review and approval of resettlement plans, as well as  
for active monitoring of resettlement implementation in practice. Measures also have been  
established to improve coordination among all entities involved in land acquisition and resettlement 
processes. These arrangements promote greater accountability and generally continue to be in 
place after the construction phase and until all aspects of relocation and livelihoods restoration are 
complete.  

• Improving modes of engagement with the people required to resettle. The Chinese experience 
shows that relying solely on a command and control approach to land acquisition and resettlement 
will not promote successful resettlement. Affected people can restore their lives and livelihoods 
more quickly and efficiently if they are allowed — and encouraged — to be actively involved in 
their own rehabilitation. The CREEI Report highlights the importance of a people-centered  
approach in which people are provided timely and useful information about matters affecting 
them, are engaged in formulating plans, and have accessible and reliable means to raise  
complaints and concerns to relevant officials. The significance of this approach however is not 
solely that affected people are given a voice; it is that structured arrangements are in place to  
increase the probability that their voice will be heard and will get some form of response.

In sum, the CREEI Report demonstrates that building technical capacity for resettlement planning and 
implementation is useful but insufficient; technical capacity must operate within a system based on 
commitment to improving resettlement outcomes. The following section describes how the China  
hydropower sector has constructed a management system that includes an authorizing legal and  
regulatory environment, clear and consistent management procedures and standards, and monitoring 
and accountability mechanisms that promote responsiveness to on-the-ground opportunities and  
constraints.

In keeping with a finding that resettlement performance has improved through gradual learning from 
experience, the CREEI Report extends its trajectory with a brief concluding assessment of areas in 
which further improvements may be desirable or necessary in future years.

A. China’s Hydropower Resettlement Experience in Context

7
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I. Introduction

        The Purpose of the World Bank Review of CREEI Report

Since the 1980s, the World Bank has been a frequent partner in development of the Chinese  
hydropower sector, participating in 14 mid- to large-size hydropower projects plus one stand-alone 
reservoir resettlement project. As has been the case in China, the Bank’s own resettlement policy and 
practical guidance has evolved over the decades, in part because of its experience in China. The Bank, 
of course, also has a broader perspective drawn from its project experience in many other countries. 
While the CREEI Report can provide a systematic assessment of China’s reservoir resettlement  
experience, CREEI generally lacks international perspective; the Bank is better situated to assess  
whether or how the CREEI Report findings may be of use in other countries — for hydropower projects 
and for projects in other sectors that cause resettlement.

The World Bank China country program collaborated informally in the formulation of the sectoral  
resettlement study, commented on its initial draft results, and agreed to prepare its own summary  
review derived from the CREEI Report. This activity is in keeping with the Bank’s role in promoting  
adherence to international good practice regarding land acquisition and resettlement, and with its role 
as a global disseminator of development knowledge. The primary purpose of the Bank’s review,  
accordingly, is to identify and disseminate lessons from Chinese hydropower resettlement experience 
(as presented in the CREEI Report) that may be relevant for strengthening resettlement performance 
in other developing countries. 

In its review, the World Bank draws from its vantage point as a global lender for projects that involve 
land acquisition and resettlement to suggest how the lessons from Chinese experience may be  
applicable more broadly, in other sectors as well as other countries. Accordingly, the Bank’s review is 
intended to serve four target audiences: (a) officials in other countries associated with resettlement 
regulations or policymaking, (b) officials in other countries associated with planning or implementing 
hydropower projects, (c) officials in other countries associated with planning or implementing  
other kinds of infrastructure projects causing resettlement, and (d) officials in China involved with  
other infrastructure projects causing resettlement.

The concluding section of this review provides the Bank’s assessment of prospects for replicating the 
lessons of Chinese experiences elsewhere. There is, of course, wide variation between countries (and 
sectors) in terms of political, social, economic, and other relevant conditions. There is little likelihood 
that any country or sector could successfully import the entirety of the China hydropower resettlement 
management system without significant modification. Nonetheless, the CREEI Report indicates that 
there are technical and procedural practices that could profitably be employed elsewhere. 

The Bank’s intention is to highlight elements of the hydropower resettlement management system 
built in China that could contribute to building resettlement capacity and commitment in other  
countries. The China experience shows that two significant forms of improvement are possible:

B. 

3 As the World Bank was not directly involved in the actual conduct of the study or its accompanying project case studies, it cannot attest to the accuracy 
of its data, and accordingly does not officially endorse its findings or conclusions. 
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• First, a management system, particularly one that incorporates clear technical standards and  
established procedures, can greatly improve the efficiency of project planning and preparation. 
Much of the attention in the China study and in this review is focused on measures to improve 
technical efficiency, because virtually all project agencies in all countries have incentives to achieve 
more efficient performance.

• Second, establishing people-centered resettlement objectives and community engagement processes 
that involve affected persons in their own adaptation can greatly improve the effectiveness of  
resettlement outcomes. The CREEI Report provides examples of projects in which livelihoods and 
living standards of affected persons have been improved, rather than merely restored.

The World Bank expects that application of the lessons from the CREEI Report, adjusted as necessary 
to fit into another country or sector context, can both avoid or minimize resettlement-related  
hardships imposed on affected people, while also reducing the role land acquisition and resettlement 
so often plays as a significant impediment to development projects.

B. The Purpose of the World Bank Review of CREEI Report

9
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I. Introduction

4 The emphasis on mid- to large-scale hydropower projects in the CREEI Report is in keeping with the focus of China’s sectoral regulations and practices. 
Most projects included in the study were constructed primarily for hydropower generation purposes, though some also had irrigation, flood control or 
other water management purposes. For terminological ease and consistency, this report generally refers to “hydropower” resettlement and projects. 
While roads, transmission lines, and other ancillary aspects of hydropower projects may also cause land acquisition, generally the greatest and most 
severe impacts are caused by reservoir inundation and associated access issues. 

5 To assist with preparation of the Bank’s summary review, CREEI translated its overall reports and one of the 14  project-level case studies from Chinese 
into English. As translations for the other case studies were not available, those case study reports are not directly included in the scope of the Bank’s 
summary review. References to lessons from project experience are drawn from the draft CREEI Report and from subsequent correspondence with 
CREEI.

        Scope and Methods

In conducting a summary review of the CREEI Report, World Bank involvement generally has been  
limited to commenting on various drafts, condensing CREEI research materials for Bank use, and  
drawing inferences regarding potential applicability of lessons from China’s hydropower resettlement 
experience in other developing countries. As such, the Bank’s summary review largely derives from and 
reflects the scope and methods used by CREEI in formulating its report.

Several purposes led to the CREEI Report. A key purpose was to systematically assess performance on 
a sectoral basis, take stock of experience (positive and negative) to date, identify trends, and chart a 
course toward continuing improvement as China’s development circumstances continue to evolve.  
The study was also identified as an opportunity to more systematically compare the Chinese regulatory 
framework and resettlement practices to international policy standards and guidance. It also was  
recognized that study results could be of interest to other countries investing in hydropower projects 
as well as to other sectors in China involved in land acquisition and resettlement.

To conduct the study, CREEI assembled a team of 32 researchers, and enlisted the participation of  
8 regional planning or energy engineering institutes. The team formulated a protocol, or terms of  
reference, to organize and standardize research approaches and methods. The study included  
gathering and assessing documentation, especially with regard to historical patterns of change in laws, 
regulations, technical standards, and procedures. In addition, the research team undertook 14 case 
studies focused on mid- to large-size hydropower projects with resettlement.4 The research  
process included site visits and consultations with relevant officials as well as documentary review.  
Project-level case studies were chosen to allow for cross-sectional analysis (e.g., analysis and  
comparison of different project-level circumstances) and longitudinal analysis (e.g., comparison of  
reservoir projects undertaken at different points in time). Subsequently, 4 workshops were held in  
order that the research team could review research progress, compare findings, and identify key  
messages. Authors were chosen to draft specific chapters of the study report, which were subject to 
comment by others (including World Bank staff in China).5

C. 
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II. China’s Hydropower  
Resettlement Experience: 
Summarizing the CREEI  
Report 
The CREEI Report describes lessons Chinese policymakers and practitioners have learned from more 
than four decades of experience with mid- to large-size hydropower resettlements. From the 1970s  
(or before) to the current time, two major shifts in policy and practice have occurred: 

• The first reflects a philosophical shift regarding development objectives: Hydropower displacement 
increasingly has been seen as providing a development opportunity for the people potentially  
affected by it, whereas they previously were seen largely as obstacles in the path of construction. 

• The second reflects a practical shift to address recurring practical problems: There now is recognition 
that managing the inherent complexities of hydropower resettlement requires a systematic  
approach covering the entire process. 

Over these decades, addressing the enormous scale and scope of Chinese hydropower resettlement 
issues gradually led away from ad hoc decision-making to more intensive and systematic planning and 
then to formulation of a management system in which policy, planning, formulation of standards,  
management oversight and accountability arrangements, and implementation monitoring and 
 adaptation requirements became increasingly supportive of (and responsive to) those affected.

These trends reflect a progression from a priority focus on physical site acquisition toward recognition 
of affected individuals and communities as important subjects for development planning. This has  
encouraged gradually intensifying elaboration of methods to identify a broader range of impacts on 
both local livelihoods and living standards as well as elaboration of measures to support their actual 
improvement, often well beyond mere restoration of standards that existed prior to displacement. 

11
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In describing this evolutionary learning process, the CREEI Report notes that the sources and methods 
of learning have also evolved. Much of the original impetus to improved performance reflected  
learning of painful lessons from poor past performance; in fact, recognition that the sector would be 
burdened by requirements to address past legacy issues provided much of the motivation to improve 
policy and practice. The CREEI Report also describes efforts to derive lessons through exposure  
to international policies and practices. International development agencies (including both the  
World Bank and Asian Development Bank) have supported hydropower projects as well as  
various resettlement-related knowledge-sharing and capacity-building activities in China. In particular,  
the CREEI Report cites learning from international oversight and accountability practices, including  
formalized resettlement monitoring procedures and evaluation of resettlement implementation  
effectiveness.  As policies and management practices evolved, performance assessment and  
evaluation have become increasingly integrated into the resettlement process, deliberately intended 
to support sectoral learning and improvement.  

II. China’s Hydropower Resettlement Experience: Summarizing the CREEI Report

        Developing a Development Orientation

Much of the CREEI Report emphasizes measures to systematize and standardize the structure and  
process of resettlement as key elements to strengthening performance in hydropower projects. The 
point must be made however that such measures can only provide efficient and effective means and 
methods for resettlement if there is also clarity regarding the purposes and objectives of resettlement. 
In China, the gradual expansion of resettlement objectives is also a key part of the hydropower  
resettlement story. 

Over time, the shift to a people-centered development orientation responded largely to two broad sets 
of problems: a failure to recognize the full scale and scope of potential impacts, and a corresponding 
failure to provide sufficient mitigation mechanisms to address them.

Identifying impacts. The CREEI Report notes that resettlement planning over time has become more 
aware of social and cultural variables that can affect the scale and scope of potential impacts as well  
as influence the capacity of affected persons to adapt to project-induced changes in their living  
environment. With adoption of a more people-centered approach to resettlement planning, there  
is greater attention to the special constraints and concerns held by the rural poor, by minority  
nationality communities, or by the disabled or others who may be vulnerable to hardship as a result of 
displacement. Regulations and practices have been adopted to increase the likelihood that such  
potential impacts are recognized and assessed, and that those identified as potentially vulnerable have 
opportunities to actively engage in considerations regarding their relocation and rehabilitation.  

A. 

6 The CREEI Report notes that the Chinese hydropower resettlement management system adopted such practices but extended the purpose or focus of 
each. The focus of monitoring, for example, was expanded from preoccupation with compensation and relocation aspects to consider a broader range 
of variables affecting development of longer-term, livelihood alternatives. The focus of resettlement evaluation also was extended from consideration 
of circumstances at project closing to incorporate consideration of a post-resettlement support stage. These are examples in which Chinese practice 
exceeds World Bank requirements. Similar patterns appear in Involuntary Resettlement: Comparative Perspective (World Bank Series on Evaluation and 
Development, 2000), which notes that in some respects China’s hydropower practices are “leading and teaching the Bank.” 
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From compensation to development. While compensation for land and fixed assets remains an  
integral part of the resettlement process, the CREEI Report states that sector experiences have clearly  
demonstrated that compensation alone cannot mitigate all impacts associated with larger-scale  
hydropower resettlement. In theory, compensation for assets, if adequate, allows those affected to 
replace their assets and resume lives and livelihoods (and this often may be the case for projects in 
which affected persons suffer only minor or partial losses). In hydropower resettlement practice  
however, compensation for assets does not address the wider range of economic or social problems 
resettlers may face when they move to unfamiliar settings or must deal with new crops or unfamiliar 
production techniques. Nor does compensation for individual or household assets address loss of, or 
loss of access to, public infrastructure or community services. Additionally, compensation does  
not provide the regional economic planning or spatial planning essential to large-scale population 
movement, or the relocation of whole towns or cities.

This includes arrangements to ensure that surveying and planning processes are conducted in a  
manner culturally appropriate and accessible to local communities and that planners take into  
consideration local cultural practices, cultural resources, and historically valued local sites in their  
project-siting deliberations.  

• Xiangjiaba Hydropower Project. In the Xiangjiaba Hydropower Project, the scale of potential  
impacts made it impractical to rebuild the Suijiang County town within or adjacent to its existing 
location. Instead, planners decided that complete relocation and reconstruction of the town and 
various government facilities would provide better development alternatives. A formal and  
comprehensive town planning process was undertaken. This resulted in construction of a new  
city able to capitalize on new development opportunities, with planned areas for parks,  
pedestrian shopping, waterfront sightseeing and tourism facilities, an outdoor theater, an  
exhibition center, and other services and attractions. The new city serves 50,000 residents as well 
as a steady flow of tourists who supplement resettlers’ incomes.  

• Nuozhadu Hydropower Station. Construction of the Nuozhadu Hydropower Station Project 
would, among other impacts,  result in the loss of 37.48 kilometers of the Simao-Lanchang  
Highway as well as a 168-meter bridge over the Lanchang River. While basic planning standards 
would require replacement of these facilities to a similar size and standard, planners recognized 
the opportunity to transform local transportation standards in a growing area to support regional 
planning and economic development as well as facilitating livelihood restoration prospects  
for affected persons. The roadway was reclassified from tertiary to secondary road status for  
reconstruction, substantially enhancing traffic capacity and regional access. 

A. Developing a Development Orientation

Case example: 

13



          

The adoption of a development-oriented approach to resettlement in China’s hydropower projects 
reflects a growing awareness that simple restoration of the status quo makes little sense for projects 
with larger-scale inundation of lands and displacing thousands of people. There is no going back.  
Instead, the CREEI Report chronicles the gradual recognition that large and complex resettlement 
should be based on identification and pursuit of transformative opportunities to improve the  
livelihoods and living standards of those to be affected. 

The CREEI Report indicates that it is the shift in resettlement philosophy and orientation, necessitated 
by recognition of earlier patterns of problems, that has spurred legal and regulatory reform, a more 
systematic and standardized resettlement planning process, more rigorous management and oversight 
arrangements, and more active involvement of affected persons throughout the resettlement process.   

• Jin’anqiao Hydropower Station. In the Jin’anqiao Hydropower Station Project, planners recognized 
that loss of productive agricultural land would make it impossible for all affected persons to return 
to previous modes of livelihoods in Gucheng District in Lijiang. Instead, the resettlement  
plan conceptualized a six-pronged approach to livelihood rehabilitation. One of these strategies 
resulted in cultivating brand name status and recognition for local roses and developing ancillary 
production, marketing, and tourism activities, contributing to a general increase in affluence in 
the area.  

Case example: 

        Evolution of Laws and Regulations

Laws and regulations provide the basic foundation upon which effective resettlement practices can be 
built. But, with regard to land acquisition and resettlement, law and regulation may lack permanency; 
they may need to evolve to accommodate changing local conditions or to reflect lessons from experience.

The CREEI Report describes the Chinese legal and regulatory system that guides mid- to large-scale 
hydropower resettlement and also chronicles the legal and regulatory shifts that have contributed to 
strengthened system performance. The Report also discusses measures taken to ensure that provisions 
enshrined in national laws and regulations are translated into facilitating arrangements in provincial 
and municipal laws and regulations.

The Constitution of the People’s Republic of China establishes fundamental relationships between  
people and property and enables expropriation of land and property for public purposes. A series of 
land administration laws and amendments have provided more fine-grained efforts to codify land  
acquisition and resettlement requirements. 

B. 
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A first-generation set of legal requirements, Measures for the Administration of Land Requisition, was 
enacted in 1953 and amended in 1958. In keeping with the predominant resettlement philosophy  
of the day, this act focused largely on facilitating timely site acquisition and limited mitigation or  
rehabilitation measures to a simple compensation for collective agricultural land, housing, and other 
fixed assets.

Following efforts to open China to the international economy and the ensuing acceleration of  
China’s economic development, regulatory changes were necessary to manage the intensified demand  
for land. The Regulations on the Requisition of Land by the State for Construction was enacted in  
1982, broadening the scope of compensation and establishing the practice of paying an additional  
resettlement allowance as a supplemental rehabilitation measure.

With gradual accumulation of experience with larger-scale hydropower resettlement, it became clear 
to authorities that more far-reaching legal provisions were necessary in order to expand the scope of 
resettlement planning to include broader livelihoods rehabilitation measures, to support planned  
relocation of towns or cities, and to ensure effective management and coordination arrangements. The 
resulting Law on Land Administration, enacted in 1986 and amended in 1998 and 2004, has provided 
much of the fundamental legal and regulatory basis for hydropower resettlement since its inception.

A number of other national laws and regulations also have some bearing on resettlement processes. 
They include the Water Law, Rural Land Contracting Law, Property Law, Urban Real Estate Administration 
Law, National Regional Autonomy Law, Environmental Protection Law, Water and Soil Conservation 
Law, Water Pollution Prevention Law, Forest Law, Grassland Law, Mineral Resources Law, Wildlife  
Protection Law, and Regulations on the Expropriation and Compensation of Houses on State-owned 
Land. Laws and regulations relating to management of other sectors or industries, as well as those  
relating to protection of cultural property and historic sites and to protection of rights of minority  
nationalities, also have relevant provisions.

To further refine approaches and to strengthen performance, sector-specific regulations also have 
been promulgated. As enabled under terms of the Law on Land Administration, the State Council  
in 1991 promulgated the Regulations on Land Requisition Compensation and Resettlement of  
Migrants for Large and Medium Water Conservation and Power Construction Projects. These  
comprehensive regulations constituted a major step toward standardized and institutionalized  
resettlement performance. They also, for the first time, shifted the philosophical focus to embrace a 
development-based approach. The sectoral regulations required that affected persons be provided 
with ongoing assistance or technical support consistent with a new objective of enabling them to  
improve their livelihoods and living standards (or, at minimum, to restore them).

In 1996, the State Council further broadened the scope of sectoral policy coverage with adoption of the 
Regulations on Land Acquisition and Resettlement in Construction of Large- and Medium-Sized Water 
Conservancy and Hydropower Projects. This act advanced  a key principle of “being people-oriented, 
protecting resettlers’ lawful rights and interests and satisfying their needs of subsistence and development.” 
The act further regulated the planning and management arrangements for resettlement within the 

B. Evolution of Laws and Regulations
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sector. Among other things, it standardized procedures for preparing a resettlement plan and required 
that project authorization be withheld until a resettlement plan has been prepared and approved. It 
also provided important guidance for supervision of implementation, for addressing grievances raised 
by affected persons, and for other avenues of local participation in resettlement decision-making. This 
act also created specific requirements that hydropower project entities set aside financial resources 
earmarked for resettlement purposes. 

A number of other significant regulatory statements have been issued over the years. The Notice of the 
State Planning Commission on Issuing the Interim Administrative Measures for Land Acquisition and 
Resettlement in Hydropower Projects (2002), for example, defines more systematically the roles and 
responsibilities of provincial and local governments and various project entities. Guiding Opinions on 
Improving the Land Requisition Compensation and Resettlement System (Ministry of Land and  
Resources, 2004) and Decision on Deeper Reform and Strict Land Administration (State Council, 2004) 
jointly promote more coherent compensation standards and practices based on uniform criteria for 
land and property valuation. And Opinions of the State Council on Improving Post-Resettlement  
Support Policies for Large and Medium Reservoirs (2006) provides for extending post-resettlement 
support (for those affected by older reservoir projects as well as newer ones) as a means to pursue full 
livelihoods rehabilitation. 

In more recent years, government regulators have taken additional steps to introduce performance 
gains from within the sector to other investment sectors and to narrow variations in standards and 
performance gaps throughout the country. In 2017, the State Council issued an amended Regulations 
on Land Requisition Compensation and Resettlement of Migrants for Large and Medium Water  
Conservation and Power Construction Projects, clarifying that the land compensation policies  
applicable in large- and medium-size water conservation and power construction projects shall be  
consistent with those applicable to infrastructure projects in other sectors as well (which led to  
increased compensation standards for some hydropower projects). 

While examination of subnational regulatory provisions is beyond the scope of this summary review, 
the CREEI Report does observe that many provinces and municipalities generally have also adopted 
rules and management provisions to facilitate effective application of national laws and regulations as 
they pertain to hydropower resettlement. These measures further enhance the systematic aspects  
of hydropower resettlement management by promoting consistency in approaches and stronger  
coordination among agencies and jurisdictions sharing resettlement responsibilities.
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C. Promulgation of Technical Standards

        Promulgation of Technical Standards

Recognition of the strategic importance of more effective hydropower resettlement also encouraged 
gradual promulgation of an integrated set of technical standards to guide resettlement planning and 
implementation. Though the process of developing technical standards continues, the existence of 
such fully elaborated technical standards already stands in sharp distinction from practices in other 
countries (and, to some extent, to other sectors in China). 

Resettlement experience in many countries repeatedly shows resettlement planners and managers 
struggling to formulate standards and practices on a more or less ad hoc basis. Across the globe,  
this has had two detrimental consequences for resettlement practice — unnecessary inefficiencies  
and wide variation in approaches and results. In some instances, inefficiencies arise as those  
responsible for various aspects of resettlement must “start from scratch” in determining what to do 
and how it should be done. Without established guidance, resettlement officers in the field quite  
literally are left to their own devices. Meanwhile, lack of established standards and procedures  
sometimes results in widely varying practices and approaches that undermine the trust and  
expectations important to those affected in adapting to their changing circumstances. Moreover,  
the lack of standards and procedures makes it less feasible to establish whether resettlement  
responsibilities have been met.

Elaboration of an integrated set of technical standards generally makes China’s hydropower  
resettlement much more systematic and pragmatic. Most directly, this set of technical standards  
provides tools of demonstrated utility in addressing recurring practical problems. It also facilitates  
efficient project advancement, builds transparency and trust among those affected, and increases the 
coherence and consistency of practices and results across the sector.

The sectoral approach to technical standards dates to 1984 with promulgation of the Standards for 
Reservoir Inundation Treatment Design in Water Conservation and Hydropower Projects by the  
Ministry of Water Resources and Power. This initial standard established the first sectoral requirements 
for resettlement planning and design. Since then, a number of standards have been issued or revised 
in tandem with legal or regulatory changes, and some are still under development. 

The integrated approach is intended to provide detailed technical guidance across the entire site  
acquisition and resettlement process, from aspects of initial site identification and assessment to final 
evaluation of resettlement effectiveness. The typical scope and scale of hydropower resettlement  
also means that the set of technical standards is necessarily far reaching, encompassing town or city 
relocation and planning as well as the more routine aspects of surveying, compensation, information 
disclosure, grievance redress, and other parts of resettlement planning and implementation.

C. 
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Following a piece-meal approach to developing technical standards from 1984 to 1996, the National 
Development and Reform Commission promulgated a set of nine technical standards for hydropower 
resettlement in 2007.7 These include:

1) Standards for Land Acquisition and Resettlement Planning and Design in Hydropower Projects,
2) Standards for Scoping of Land Acquisition in Hydropower Projects,
3) Standards for Physical Indices Survey of Land Acquisition in Hydropower Projects,
4) Standards for Rural Resettlement Planning and Design in Hydropower Projects,
5) Standards for Planning and Design of Special Resettlement Programs in Hydropower Projects,
6) Standards for Resettlement and Township Relocation Planning and Design 
 in Hydropower Projects,
7) Standards for Design of Reservoir Clean-up Operation in Hydropower Projects,
8) Standards for Preparing Land Acquisition and Resettlement Compensation Budget (Estimate) 
 in Hydropower Projects, and
9) Standards for Preparing Resettlement Implementation Schemes by Phases.

From 2013-2017, the National Energy Administration promulgated five additional standards relating 
to hydropower resettlement planning and implementation processes. These include:

1) Inspection and Acceptance Procedures for Resettlement in Hydropower Projects,

2) Standards for Comprehensive Supervision of Land Acquisition and Resettlement in 

 Hydropower Projects,

3) Standards for Preparing Resettlement Outline in Hydropower Projects,

4) Procedures for Preparing Resettlement Plan in Hydropower Projects, and

5) Standards for Independent Resettlement Evaluation in Hydropower Projects.

In 2017, a systematic effort was undertaken that is intended to bring the entire life cycle of hydropower 
resettlement under the umbrella of a coordinated set of technical standards. The National Energy  
Administration began promulgating the integrated Technical Standard System for Hydropower Sector, 
which, in total, would consist of 28 separate standards. At the time of the CREEI Study, 14 of the  
standards had been formally promulgated. An additional 10 were in the process of formulation, while 
the remaining four were awaiting formulation. All of the existing standards include explicit and specific 
requirements regarding the scope of work, design parameters, depth of design investigation, and  
expected outputs or results.

7 Some standards are being translated into English, such as, “Standards for Scoping of Land Acquisition in Hydropower Projects”; ”Standards for Physical 
Indices Survey of Land Acquisition in Hydropower Projects” and “Inspection and Acceptance Procedures for Resettlement in Hydropower Projects”.
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D. Instituting Management and Oversight Arrangements

        Instituting Management and Oversight Arrangements

Among the lessons of international experience with resettlement, the need for authoritative and  
effective management and oversight arrangements stands out clearly. Even after formulation of strong 
laws and regulations, a lack of established and enforced management and oversight provisions  
frequently undermines virtually all aspects of resettlement planning and implementation. 

The CREEI Report states that China has recognized the fundamental importance of effective management 
and oversight and supplements regulatory structure and technical guidance for hydropower resettlement 
with various measures to strengthen sectoral performance in practice. The entire process is further 
strengthened by reliance on established state-level and provincial-level resettlement agencies rather 
than burdening ad hoc groups with untested approaches and less-authoritative procedures. An  
established management structure also helps foster coordination among various agencies or jurisdictions 
that share some measure of responsibility for delivery of effective resettlement assistance. 

Across the project development cycle, relevant management and oversight arrangements for hydropower 
resettlement in China include the following:

• Project siting considerations. At the project feasibility assessment stage, sectoral procedures  
require specialized studies that serve as an initial basis for comparison of potential project benefits 
against a range of costs, including resettlement. Included among these studies are a “Special  
Report on Dam Site Selection”, “Special Report on Normal Water Level Selection”, “Special Report 
on General Arrangements for Engineering”, and “Special Report on Engineering Geology of Scope 
Defining of Reservoir Impacted Area”. Comparison of geological, hydrological, economic, social and 
environmental conditions is intended to enable identification of the most suitable options. In  
practice, this has led to design parameters that tend to minimize the scale of land acquisition and 
the scope of resettlement-related impacts. This technical review process is a necessary prerequisite 
to formal project review and approval processes involving provincial and ministerial authorities 
and, in some cases, formal approval by the National Development and Reform Commission.

The CREEI Report states that establishing an integrated set of technical standards has already led to 
several advantages. The standards provide practitioners with practical guidance on virtually all aspects 
and stages of resettlement planning and implementation, eliminating the need to reinvent methods. 
Application of a single set of standards also reduces the variability of procedures and the disparity of 
results. The standards clarify the rights and interests of affected persons, supporting transparency  
and the building of mutual trust, and provide scope for affected persons’ participation in defining  
resettlement options and approaches. Also, the standards have been formulated generally in concert 
with guidance provided by the World Bank and Asian Development Bank, facilitating harmonized  
approaches to project preparation.

D. 
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• Guanyinyan Power Station. In initial planning for the Guanyinyan Power Station, two potential 
dam sites on the Jinsha River were proposed for consideration. One site was about a kilometer 
upstream from the confluence of the Tangba River, and the other was about a kilometer  
downstream from the confluence. While both sites were technically appropriate, regional  
considerations weighted decision-making toward the upstream alternative. Studies showed 
that 5,561 fewer persons would be affected by inundation and 27,168 fewer persons would be 
affected by economic displacement if the upstream site was chosen. Selection of the upstream 
site also avoided impacts on a recently established industrial park, and on commercial  
and mining enterprises operating along the area of the Tangba River that would be affected  
by flooding if the dam were constructed downstream of the confluence.

• ZM Hydropower Station. In site design for the ZM Hydropower Station Project in Tibet,  
planners were aware that loss of cultivable land would be a significant problem in an area 
surrounded by steep mountains. Much of the cultivable land would be lost to inundation and 
some cultivated adjacent terraced areas would be affected by use for spoils storage. After  
local consultations, it was agreed that two of three spoils areas would instead be placed  
within the submergence area. The relatively minor reduction in the size of the submergence 
zone was more than offset by the reduced agricultural livelihoods impacts, as the overall area 
affected by project construction was reduced and additional cultivated land was created 
through land reclamation measures.

Case example: 

• Assessment and survey activities. From their inception, China’s hydropower projects now follow 
an elaborate process of assessment and physical surveys to provide a richly detailed basis for  
resettlement planning and eventual resettlement implementation. Survey procedures are set  
out in the Rules for Physical Indices Survey of Land Acquisition for Hydropower Engineering  
Construction (2007). The survey scope is broad, encompassing the following:

- Socioeconomic survey — to cover social, demographic, environmental, and economic conditions, 
based on household surveys as well as available data;

- Land survey — to include surveying, mapping, and classifying current land use and topography 
as well as establishing administrative and ownership boundaries for the proposed project area;

- Population census survey — to establish how many people may be affected and to establish 
identification as a basis for determining eligibility for compensation and other forms of resettlement 
assistance;

- Housing survey — to categorize (by type of construction and by type of use) and measure structures;

- Fixed assets survey — to categorize and measure miscellaneous fixed assets for valuation and 
compensation purposes, including fences or walls, wells, cellars, terrace, outside latrines,  
sunning grounds, ponds, drinking water cellars, stoves, biogas digesters, and others;
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- Trees survey — to categorize (by variety and size) and enumerate productive trees (not included 
in land categorized as forest for compensation purposes);  

- Special facilities survey — to identify and categorize infrastructure and service facilities as well 
as cultural or historic sites that may be affected by the project;

- Enterprises survey — to identify and classify industrial and commercial firms that may be  
affected, including land use and employment, facilities and equipment, ownership, and business 
output or sales volume, and other variables; and

- Administrative institutions survey — to identify and describe public agencies or institutions that 
may be affected, including nature of unit, number of employees, facilities and equipment, and 
other variables.

Additional special survey topics and techniques may be used to distinguish between rural  
and urban areas. For rural areas, survey methods focus more intensively on access to services  
and resources. For urban areas, the survey will additionally focus on the scale and scope of  
municipal services, markets, public transport, cultural and recreational activities, and other aspects 
of urban life.

Survey procedures generally require formulation of a joint investigative working group, with  
representation from local government agencies, project proponent, project design institute, and 
relevant others. While the design institute normally conducts actual survey activities and  
summarizes the results, joint oversight has been shown to be helpful in reconciling different  
interests or interpretations, in increasing process transparency, and in promoting mutual  
acceptance of survey results. Survey results also are signed by project authorities and publicly  
disclosed, and then countersigned by the affected persons, further diminishing the likelihood of 
measurement or interpretation problems.

• Land Capacity and Livelihoods Measures. Land surveys and environmental studies commonly 
indicate a lack of available space following reservoir development for restoration of traditional 
agricultural livelihoods. Hydropower resettlement planners have responded with a number of 
approaches and innovations.

 For the Shuikou Hydropower Station Project, a survey of environmental carrying capacity  
concluded that only 56 percent of those affected could return to traditional agricultural  
methods, while another 23 percent could undertake fruit production or animal husbandry  
activities, and the remaining 21 percent would require identification of other alternatives, which 
became part of the planning process. 

 For the Xiangjiaba Hydropower Station Project, a carrying capacity assessment showed that 
many rural resettlers could not be accommodated within the agricultural base following  
displacement, so resettlement plans focused largely on development of secondary and tertiary 
economic enterprises.

Case example: 

D. Instituting Management and Oversight Arrangements
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• Establishing clear eligibility criteria for compensation or other assistance. In many countries,  
resettlement planning is prone to failure because census and asset inventory surveys have not 
been accompanied by firm measures to protect the project area from population intrusion or new 
property investment. An inability to clearly distinguish who is eligible for compensation or other 
assistance frequently leads to public controversies, project delays, or cost overruns. China’s  
hydropower resettlement practices, by contrast, provide for clear demarcation of project sites and 
issuance of a public announcement intended to freeze in-migration, construction, or other forms 
of investment within the designated project area. While these measures primarily are intended to 
protect the interests of the project proponent by eliminating opportunistic claims for compensation, 
they also protect the legitimate interests and standing of affected persons as intended beneficiaries 
of resettlement plans. 

• Technical review and approval. Survey results and resettlement plan provisions are subject to 
technical review and regulatory compliance review in order to determine whether project  
preparation has been adequate, whether the resettlement plan provides a reasonable basis for 
expectation that livelihoods and living standards will be improved, and whether all necessary  
organizational arrangements are in place. Typically, the review and approval process includes at 
least two steps. A preliminary resettlement plan is approved by provincial and national authorities 
and then serves as the basis for preparation of a fully specified resettlement plan. Following  
preparation of the full plan, provincial and national authorities review it again. The approved  
resettlement plan then becomes the basis for organizing and implementing all stages of resettlement, 
from initial steps of site acquisition to payment of compensation and until completion of  
longer-term processes to rehabilitate livelihoods and to provide a full array of sites and services 
improvements. For all mid- to large-size hydropower projects approved since 2007, this two-step 
review and approval process has been followed. 

• Supervision of resettlement implementation. Chinese law requires active supervision of hydropower 
resettlement by project authorities. The scope of supervision includes performance in relation to 
project schedule, use of funds, payment of compensation, information management and public 
engagement, provision of various forms of resettlement assistance, coordination among relevant 
agencies, and other aspects of implementation. Active supervision also supports relatively  
early identification of implementation challenges and the need for changes to project design or 
resettlement plan provisions.

 For the Jiangbian Hydropower Station Project, a shortage of cultivable land following  
displacement was partially offset by creating an endowment insurance scheme, in which men 
over the age of 55 (over 50 for women) were assured of monthly social insurance payments in 
lieu of access to agricultural land.

 For the Longtan Hydropower Station Project, planners decided to address a significant shortage 
of agricultural land following displacement through long-term payments to those not receiving 
replacement land. The payments are adjusted every three years in line with local agricultural 
output prices and will continue until the hydropower station is eventually decommissioned.
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• External implementation monitoring. In addition to the administrative supervision discussed 
above, hydropower sector projects also contract with external agencies to provide a third-party 
assessment of implementation progress and issues. This contracted monitoring, to be led by a 
person meeting established qualifications for monitoring tasks, focuses largely on implementation 
as it relates to the interests of affected persons. This includes payment of compensation,  
effectiveness of livelihoods rehabilitation measures, provision of sites and services, and other  
factors. Monitoring typically continues until the plan has been fully implemented and an overall 
evaluation of resettlement outcomes can be undertaken. 

• Arrangements for adaptive management. In recent years, international financial institutions such 
as the World Bank have increasingly recognized the importance of adaptive management during 
resettlement implementation. This is found due in large part to the complexities commonly arising 
in resettlement operations involving many actors, in project areas subject to many sources of 
change beyond the ability of the project to control, and in activities that may take many years to 
materialize after they have been planned. Despite even the most thorough and conscientious  
planning processes, there often is the need to adapt to unforeseen circumstances.

 As larger-scale hydropower projects frequently cause site impacts of relatively great scale and 
complexity, usually requiring many years to mitigate, both thorough resettlement planning and 
arrangements for adaptive management are essential for effective resettlement. For hydropower 
resettlement in China, these arrangements include measures to track implementation progress (as 
described above), procedures for proposing and preparing project design changes or changes to 
resettlement plan provisions, and procedures for proposing and approving allocation of additional 
funds as may be necessary to achieve resettlement objectives. 

D. Instituting Management and Oversight Arrangements
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 As in the cases above, adaptive management often proves necessary because planners were not 
able to fully anticipate or appreciate physical challenges to effective resettlement that are  
associated with geological or ecological conditions. But in some China hydropower resettlement 
schemes, it has been necessary to forego planned arrangements to respond to significant changes 
in preferences among affected persons. This is especially likely to be relevant if there are significant 
time gaps between the planning process and the implementation stage, which increases the  
likelihood that social conditions and preferences will change in the interim. Even if those affected 
have previously agreed to planning arrangements, realizing satisfactory resettlement outcomes 
may make it necessary to adjust plans if those affected have lost interest in, or commitment to, 
planned arrangements.

• Xiangjiaba Hydropower Station. The CREEI Report describes the essential function of adaptive 
management in implementing resettlement for the Xiangjiaba Hydropower Project. More than 
100 design changes were proposed, reviewed, and approved over the 13-year implementation 
period for the project. The changes involved a wide array of resettlement planning aspects, 
including rural resettlement provisions, waste and sewerage management arrangements,  
resettlement site design, urban construction, and provision of hospitals and schools.

• Gongboxia Hydropower Station. Planned resettlement costs for the Gongboxia Hydropower  
Station Project totaled RMB 390.69 million, but in implementation costs rose to RMB 849.40 
million. The primary causes for the increased costs related to unanticipated terrain changes,  
including ground subsidence and deformation along the banks of the reservoir following  
impoundment. To a significant degree, these problems reflected a failure to recognize the  
fragility of loess-area soils in resettlement sites. This situation resulted in need to undertake 
additional planning measures and expend additional funds to meet the resettlement needs of 
additional persons affected by loss of land, damaged soil or irrigation facilities, or damage to 
houses. CREEI indicates this project experience also contributed significantly to formulation of 
technical standards relating to environmental, geological, and hydrological assessment.

• Changing Minds Lead to Changing Plans. In at least two instances, hydropower resettlement 
plans have been changed after affected persons changed their minds regarding resettlement 
arrangements, to which they had previously agreed.

 For the Luding Hydropower Station Project, the level of popular support for agricultural  
resettlement schemes dropped by about half between the feasibility study stage and the start 
of actual resettlement implementation. A sizeable proportion of persons who had chosen to 
relocate to a more distant resettlement site also gradually elected to remain closer to their 
original area. In response, a process was instituted to adjust the resettlement plan and to 

Case example: 

Case example: 

24

II. China’s Hydropower Resettlement Experience: Summarizing the CREEI Report



          

E. Information Management and Community Engagement

approve the adjustments. CREEI reported that the adjustment process in response to shifting 
demands and preferences led to better outcomes and higher levels of expressed satisfaction 
among those affected.

 For the Suwalong Hydropower Station Project, a consultative process during project design 
led to two-thirds of affected persons indicating their preference to resettle in a new Luorong 
resettlement site, with others preferring self-relocation elsewhere. An elaborate consultation 
process was subsequently undertaken to ensure that the Luorong site would be designed  
and developed in accordance with resettlers’ preferences. The resettlement plan was  
subsequently approved and budgeted with Luorong arrangements in place. As time passed 
however, some of the people previously indicating a preference for Luorong began to raise 
issues regarding topological and geological conditions, potential conflict over resources with 
neighboring areas, and other concerns. Many began relocating to other areas where better 
growing conditions or better employment was thought to be available. Eventually, in  
recognition of lack of support for the Luorong scheme, the resettlement plan was adjusted 
and the scheme was canceled. The plan instead shifted its emphases toward support  
measures for those self-relocating.    

        Information Management and Community Engagement

While hydropower resettlement in China has many technocratic planning features, it also makes space 
within resettlement planning and implementation procedures for consultative and participatory  
practices. In moving from earlier practices prioritizing site acquisition to practices championing  
people-centered development, hydropower resettlement practitioners have increasingly sought  
to inform those potentially affected about project impacts and to engage them in identifying local  
development opportunities as well as devising appropriate impact mitigation. 

In disseminating information to potentially affected persons, resettlement officials have resorted to 
variable means. These include fairly standard modes of communication through postings on village 
information boards and distribution of brochures, but also include more innovative efforts to reach 
people through mobile phones, broadcast media, outdoor advertising, and web-based communications.

Information management and community  
engagement measures are seen as means to 
build and maintain local public support for a 
project as well as means to more effectively 
target resettlement resources on rehabilita-
tion and relocation measures that will appeal 
to the affected people who are expected to 
embrace them.

E. 25
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• Hongjiadu Hydropower Station. The importance of community engagement in resettlement 
planning was reflected in implementing the Hongjiadu Hydropower Station Project in Guizhou 
Province. The CREEI Report notes that resettlement originally was planned and designed solely 
on the basis of local government opinions and preferences, with no systematic input from the 
potentially affected population. The plan called for preparation of 95 resettlement sites placed 
in available but remote areas. In practice, only 36 sites were prepared, and only a relative few of 
the affected persons moved to them, resulting in wasted resettlement investment. To address 
these shortcomings, alternative plans that were more acceptable to the affected persons were 
eventually devised and implemented.

Case example: 

In practice, local residents may be involved in  
technical site considerations, including dam site 
options and water-level options. Local residents’ 
input may be of particular value in identifying  
significant local geological constraints or sites and 
facilities that may have local historical or cultural 
significance. More commonly, affected people are 
much more involved in discussing or considering 
various aspects of resettlement planning, including 
physical surveys, livelihood rehabilitation options, 
replacement housing options, resettlement site 
preparation, replacement of infrastructure and 
services, and other topics that will affect their lives 
during and after relocation.

In the survey process, for example, the potentially 
affected people will be informed about the project 

and the survey scope and methods, will participate in identification and description of property, and 
will be informed regarding survey results. Because their signature is required to complete the process, 
affected people have a built-in opportunity to raise issues about the accuracy or fairness of the survey.

With regard to both the initial resettlement plan outline and full resettlement plan that are necessary 
steps to project approval, the views of local communities (including both affected people and residents 
in areas in which relocation will occur) will be solicited, normally through local public hearings. At the 
resettlement plan outline stage, discussion topics will center largely on the range of potential impacts 
and the range of potential measures that may feasibly mitigate them. At the full resettlement plan 
stage, these discussions will be supplemented with topics relating to organizational arrangements, 
compensation amounts and distribution arrangements, budget, timetable, and other specifics that 
have been incorporated into the plan. Surveys and other consultation methods may also be employed 
to determine concerns and preferences of the local population.
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E. Information Management and Community Engagement

• Tongbai Pumped Storage Project. In the Tongbai Pumped Storage Project, affected persons 
agreed to distribute household plots and replacement agricultural land plots by use of a lottery 
system. The practice did not mean that everyone would get their first choice of plots; in fact, it 
meant that only a few of them would. But nonetheless prior agreement on use of this allocation 
system encouraged those affected to view the results of the process as fair and equitable.

• Adapting to Cultural and Religious Circumstances. As most mid- to large-size hydropower  
projects in China are situated in western or southern regions and more likely to be inhabited  
by minority nationalities, community engagement practices have resulted in various special  
adaptations in planning or practice. 

 For the Xiangjiaba Hydropower Station Project, community engagement led to provision of  
special design measures to accentuate the culture and heritage of the Yi minority nationality. 
These measures included signage, totems, and support for Yi festivals, holidays and traditional 
cultural activities.

 For the Gongboxia Hydropower Station Project, in response to affected persons’ preferences, 
special measures were planned to minimize cultural disruption for Tibetan, Hui and Salar minority 
members who were among those to be affected. In some instances, separate resettlement sites 
were prepared, or ethnically differentiated villages were provided within shared sites. Site  
planning included culturally appropriate housing design and layout, and religious facilities were 
provided at or near village centers. 

 For the Yangqu Hydropower Station Project in Qinghai, planners recognized that normal  
valuation procedures for structures would not capture the less tangible sources of value Tibetans 
attached to religious facilities and activities that occur within them. The local resettlement  
officials instituted a consultative process with local religious leaders to determine appropriate 
replacement sites and appropriate means of support to enable religious leaders and adherents 
to agree to relocation arrangements.

Case example: 

Case example: 

In planning and implementation phases, affected persons commonly participate in selection of  
housing construction methods, allocation of residential homesite and agricultural land, design and  
construction of community infrastructure and service facilities, and allocation and use of community-level  
compensation funds.

Active community engagement also can be the most effective means to address particular social,  
cultural, religious, or ethnic issues that may be associated with hydropower project siting and resettlement 
arrangements. 
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An integral part of community engagement and effective resettlement supervision is provision of a 
functioning system to address resettlement-related complaints. While establishment of reliable and 
responsive complaints mechanisms is relatively new to the sector, the CREEI Report indicates that  
results have been encouraging. To date, complaints tend to involve claims that increase in housing 
construction costs have not been reflected in compensation rates,or claims that full (or fully functional) 
inputs for resettlement sites have not been provided. The established appeals process protects the 
rights of affected persons, reinforces transparency and consistency in treatment of project impacts, 
and helps build local satisfaction with resettlement processes and results.    

        Lessons Learned from Review of the CREEI Report

The purpose of the CREEI Report is to extract lessons from China’s hydropower resettlement experience, 
demonstrating that formulation of sound objectives and application of sound techniques within a  
purposefully established management system can and does improve resettlement performance. While 
accentuating primarily positive experiences, the CREEI Report recognizes that many advancements 
have occurred in response to negative experiences. Moreover, it does not suggest that resettlement 
planning and implementation in the sector is now without flaw. Given the inherent complexities  
accompanying larger-scale hydropower resettlement, it is highly unlikely that resettlement could  
be implemented in a wholly successful manner in accordance with any preconceived plan. To the  
contrary, a major strength of the hydropower resettlement management system in China is recognition  
that planning must include and be accompanied by measures to enable effective response to  
problems and challenges that almost inevitably will emerge during a prolonged implementation  
and post-construction recovery phase.   

From its review of the previous four decades of hydropower resettlement experience, the CREEI Report 
highlights three primarily positive lessons.

Lesson 1: Placing people at the center of resettlement objectives. When development authorities 
focus solely or primarily on simple site acquisition, they often unwittingly create significant obstacles 
for themselves, for the promoted project, and for sectoral or national development prospects. Left 
unaddressed, resettlement problems can create enumerable hardships for those affected. But the  
losses commonly spread outwards, and often are redistributed as new or exacerbated pockets of  
poverty; as diminished local economic performance; and as sources of controversy threatening the 
project itself with delays, unanticipated costs, or a hostile construction or operational environment.  

The CREEI Report indicates that the shift toward a people-centered approach to resettlement has had 
far-reaching consequences. In the first instance, a shift from compensation for lost land or assets  
toward livelihoods rehabilitation measures has encouraged new skills development for resettlers as 
well as broader consideration and alignment with regional economic development plans or objectives. 
Similarly, a shift from simple housing compensation has accentuated site development, spatial  
planning, and improvement in local infrastructure and services. This is especially significant in the  
context of projects causing displacement of towns or cities. In short, the evolution of objectives and 
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practices in the sector has encouraged planners to view resettlement as a potential source of development 
opportunity. The people-centered approach also creates space for direct involvement of affected  
persons in decisions that will heavily influence their ability to adapt to changed circumstances.

Lesson 2: Building consistency and coherence in policy and practice. Through the decades, legal  
and regulatory reform, promulgation of a set of integrated technical standards, clear and practical  
planning requirements, and rigorous management and oversight arrangements have taken much of 
the guesswork out of the process. This is clearly advantageous in comparison to ad hoc approaches  
frequently found in many development projects elsewhere. Researchers know how to conduct surveys 
and what to ask. Land surveyors know how project boundaries are determined. Valuators use  
established and reliable valuation methods. Budgeters know how to estimate compensation costs.  
Planners know what must be included in plans and at what level of detail. Monitors know what to 
monitor. And affected people know what to expect regarding their future lives and livelihoods and have 
more confidence that they will be treated fairly and in full accordance with the law; and if they are not 
treated fairly, they know what to do. Achieving consistency in standards and practices promotes  
transparency, builds trust, and creates stable expectations for all involved.

Lesson 3: Change is a constant, and adaptation to change is a necessity. While consistency in structure 
and process is a virtue, hydropower resettlement is never planned and implemented in a controlled 
environment. The planning and implementation period together usually extend for a decade or more, 
during which local conditions continue to change. Older citizens die. Children grow to become the  
responsible adults and raise the next generation. Markets go up and down. Production methods 
change. Other projects and processes alter physical or socioeconomic conditions in the project area. 
Social relations change. And, importantly, planned interventions do not always have their intended 
outcomes or effects.

F. Lessons Learned from Review of the CREEI Report

29

13



          

The CREEI Report indicates that governmental officials have prepared practitioners for managing  
evolving or unanticipated circumstances that arise in actual project conditions by promulgating a 
strong regulatory framework and array of well-developed technical standards. There is, and should be, 
scope for judgment; but the sectoral system has to some degree institutionalized that process. There is 
clarity as to how the need for project design or planning changes will be determined and approved.

Finally, the CREEI Report recognizes that change and the need for adaptation will continue for reservoir 
resettlement in the future; though much has been accomplished, there will always be more to be done. 
The CREEI Report suggests the following four areas as priorities for further improvement in policy and 
practice:

• Increased development of benefit-sharing approaches. Because hydropower projects generate 
measurable benefit flows, it is often possible to provide affected persons with priority access to 
dedicated financial flows, subsidies or tax breaks, project-related services, or other benefits as part 
of the hydropower resettlement approach.

• Increased reliance on non-land-based livelihoods approaches. Because scarcity of cultivable land 
is a real and growing constraint in many areas, more attention should be given to development of 
non-land-based, income-generating opportunities for those losing land.

• Improved information management. Given rapid advances in information technology, opportunities 
exist to improve information gathering, data management, and information dissemination for  
resettlement purposes.

• Increased international cooperation. China has an opportunity to share its resettlement knowledge 
and expertise to other developing countries, even as it continues to seek greater alignment with  
international good practice for resettlement.
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III. An International  
Perspective: What are the  
Lessons for Other Countries 
and Other Sectors? 
The elements of sound resettlement practice described in this report reflect more than 40 years of 
learning and experimentation in a strategically important sector in a country with rapidly advancing 
technical capacity and financial resources. What can other countries learn from China’s experience 
with hydropower resettlement? What can other sectors in China learn from their hydropower sector 
compatriots? Asked more directly, are China hydropower resettlement practices replicable under other 
conditions, or are they simply unique to country and sectoral context?

There are several factors that would likely limit the ability to replicate. 

• Over decades, the China hydropower sector has established strong technical capacity for land  
acquisition and resettlement and has been able to dedicate increasing financial resources to  
resettlement-related activities. This is not the case in many countries. Often, land acquisition and 
resettlement processes are undertaken more sporadically and on an ad hoc basis for a particular 
project. Even where other governments recognize the potential value of resettlement management, 
they lack (or fail to provide) financial resources for adequate project-level resettlement activities, 
much less for development of an effective resettlement management system. Especially for  
hydropower and other energy-generation projects, the project itself directly generates measurable 
financial output, some proportion of which can be earmarked to meet resettlement costs. That 
generally is not the case in many other kinds of infrastructure development projects, which are 
expected to indirectly contribute to development by facilitating use or access for others. There is, 
of course, always a prospect for developing a more permanent and systematic technical and  
administrative capacity for land acquisition and resettlement. In fact, supporting development of 
in-country resettlement systems increasingly is a point of emphasis in international resettlement 
policy. But such capacity cannot simply be imported in the short term; it must be grown over time 
and must reflect the country (or sectoral) context.
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• China showed strong commitment to development of hydropower projects as a strategic  
priority. Based on early experience with literally hundreds of projects, the Chinese Government 
recognized that resettlement done poorly burdened both the affected people and project  
authorities with costly problems for years to come. Given a national strategy calling for development 
of hundreds more hydropower projects, the government also recognized that resettlement  
problems would continue to beset hydropower development, and that sectoral characteristics 
(e.g., flooding of high-value valley bottoms in poor or disadvantaged rural regions) would make 
resettlement problems relatively large and complex on a recurring basis. To accomplish hydropower 
development as a highly prioritized national program, a systemic approach to resettlement issues 
was recognized as necessary. As a result, national officials put emphasis upon necessary legal  
and regulatory reforms. And officials at national, provincial, municipal, and county levels put  
administrative force behind legal and regulatory requirements. The situation usually is different in 
other countries (and in other sectors in China), where projects may be identified and developed as 
stand-alone efforts and are not embedded within an established strategic priority with powerful 
national champions. The Chinese experience shows that technical capacity and availability of  
financial resources are a necessary but insufficient condition for development of an effective  
resettlement management system; strong political and administrative commitment is also  
necessary. More specifically, commitment embeds capacity to systematize parameters, directing 
actors and actions toward authorized and required purposes; to functionable and consistent  
standards and procedures; to monitoring of performance and accountability for results; and to  
facilitate adaptation to changing circumstances during the implementation process. But this level 
of commitment may be less likely to arise unless there is recognition that poor or inconsistent  
resettlement practice will create significant and recurring obstacles to highly prioritized development 
objectives.

• Hydropower resettlement in China embraces a development approach. Over time, planners and 
officials have undergone a change in perspective. An earlier preoccupation with engineering design 
and project timetables typically led those responsible to view land acquisition and resettlement  
as a technical obstacle to be overcome as quickly and cheaply as possible. Early experience  
demonstrated however that this approach resulted in relatively large-scale impoverishment (often 
in already poor areas) with longer-term consequences. Officials soon recognized that patterns of 
impoverishment emerging in a high-profile sector would be inconsistent with national poverty  
alleviation objectives, and also presented ongoing constraints to successful construction and  
operation of the reservoir investments.. Now planners and officials promote a development  
approach in which the livelihoods and living standards of those to be resettled are among core 
project objectives, and in which hydropower investments are viewed in part through an integrative 
regional development perspective. This perspective remains uncommon in many other countries 
where those to be resettled are viewed largely as obstacles to timely and efficient construction and 
operation of desired investment projects.

III. An International Perspective: What are the Lessons for Other Countries and Other Sectors? 
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• Hydropower projects generally create reservoir-related resettlement impacts that typically are 
far more encompassing in scope. Most other investment projects are smaller in terms of land area 
required and number of persons affected, and many of those affected may not be required to  
relocate and may be losing only part of their land or assets. For hydropower projects with sizable 
reservoirs, however, all persons living or working below the proposed water line must move, and 
all land and fixed assets will be lost. This fact led to recognition that compensation for land and 
assets alone would not address reservoir-related resettlement issues and challenges. Resettlement 
under such circumstances required planning and assistance for resettlers to adapt to new  
surroundings and to undertake different livelihoods activities, as well as for creation of new  
communities or towns and all respective infrastructure and services for them. It is recognized that 
compensation alone under such circumstances cannot restore the status quo. The far-ranging scale 
of destruction, in effect, created the need — and new opportunities — for a more transformative 
and regional development-oriented kind of resettlement. These incentives often are not in place in 
countries or sectors with projects characterized by more limited or partial resettlement impacts, 
for which compensation for land or assets remains the primary focus.

III. An International Perspective: What are the Lessons for Other Countries and Other Sectors?
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Given the pervasive constraints and disincentives frequently associated with resettlement policies and 
practices in many other countries, prospects for full replication of China’s hydropower resettlement 
practices elsewhere (or even in other sectors within China) are slight. Moreover, if replication is taken 
to mean wholesale importation of systems, standards, and procedures without adaptation to the  
particular conditions existing within each particular country, the term becomes nonsensical; the  
learning process necessarily requires selectivity in identifying relevant and feasible opportunities for  
improvement. Nonetheless, when employing a more modest scale of expectations, there are powerful 
and positive lessons that may be more accessible to resettlement practitioners with commitment to 
improved performance. 

The CREEI Report indicates that a functioning whole system is much more valuable than just “the sum 
of its parts”.  Where government commitment and positive incentives exist, government regulators 
and policymakers as well as sectoral authorities and planners may benefit from the CREEI Report’s 
emphasis on gains to both resettlement effectiveness and efficiency that can be derived from an  
integrated system linking an expressed set of objectives to an accommodating regulatory structure, 
functional standards and procedures, administrative oversight and monitoring, active community  
engagement, and mechanisms for adaptation in response to unanticipated changes or challenges.  
A systematic approach more consistently and coherently ties policy, planning, and implementation  
processes to pursuit of articulated objectives.

Even where systems development is not yet feasible, however, the CREEI Report provides lessons  
relating to project-specific practice that also may be of great value to those involved in all various  
aspects of resettlement planning and implementation. In particular, adoption of clearly specified  
procedures and standards can help practitioners at the project level to better manage common and 
recurring sources of delay, controversy, or imposition of unnecessary hardships on local communities.

III. An International Perspective: What are the Lessons for Other Countries and Other Sectors? 

        Lessons for Strengthening Systems or Systems Performance

Even where it may be unreasonable to expect the immediate emergence of a functioning resettlement 
management system, the Chinese experience as chronicled in the CREEI Report suggests that steps can 
be taken to induce demand for gradual system improvement. In the China hydropower experience, 
proactive measures generally began to emerge when it became evident that resettlement would  
present recurring and significant obstacles to achievement of high-value objectives. A concentrated 
effort to create and strengthen a resettlement management system was the result. In other countries 
(or sectors) project-level resettlement problems also are likely to recur, but on a more ad hoc basis, 
with attention and responsibility dispersed among various sectoral or regional actors. In effect, a  
recurring set of resettlement issues and problems represent themselves with each new project,  
resulting in wasteful and inconsistent efforts to address systemic issues on a project-by-project basis. 

With foresight, national or sectoral policymakers can take interim measures, such as the following, to 
build a foundation for systems development. 

• Build awareness to promote demand. As with the China hydropower experience, awareness  
raising may be the first step in inducing demand for systems improvement. But those lacking the  
concentrated sectoral and strategic focus brought to resettlement in the China hydropower  
experience will likely need to work with others to demonstrate the endemic nature of resettlement 
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A. Lessons for Strengthening Systems or Systems Performance

issues and problems across sectors or regions. Even if individual sectors may confront those  
problems only sporadically, resettlement management in the aggregate may constitute a significant 
development constraint for the country as a whole. This means that the logical constituency for 
systems improvement may be at a ministry of either finance or national development rather than 
at the sectoral level. Through workshops, promotion of research, and broadcast and social media 
coverage, opportunities would exist to highlight the recurring nature of land acquisition and  
resettlement problems, the resettlement costs passed on to society (in the form of impoverishment 
of affected persons and in the form of inefficient project development processes), and the general 
futility of seeking to address recurring and systemic problems on a project-by-project basis.  
Perhaps, as in the China hydropower experience, demonstrating the potential benefits of defined 
standards, consistent practices, and more effective processes will promote the kinds of political 
and administrative commitment essential to emergence of a coherent resettlement management 
system where one now does not exist.8

• Increase the supply of trained professionals. As a complement to measures intended to increase 
the demand for improved resettlement management, measures to increase the available supply of 
competent practitioners are also possible. Within a strategically important sector with ample  
resources, training may be a relatively straightforward matter. Promoting shared understandings 
and competencies across staff from multiple sectors and with more limited resources is likely to  
be more difficult. However, through affiliation with local universities or training institutes, the  
opportunity exists to build a national cadre of trained professionals for resettlement planning and 
implementation, to reduce reliance on foreign experts hired on an ad hoc basis, and to improve the 
coherence and efficiency of resettlement operations. In China, a resettlement institute not directly 
affiliated with the hydropower sector provides the preeminent international example of such an 
approach. Other programs have been instituted (or are planned) in several other countries.9

8  The emergence of public controversies also may provide additional means to champion stronger resettlement management processes. In China, for 
example, heightened sensitivities regarding infrastructure projects in urban and peri-urban areas may contribute to support for increasing the rigor of 
resettlement planning and management for operations in those sectors of activity. 

9 In China, the relevant example is the National Research Center for Resettlement, a PhD-granting institute affiliated with Hohai University in Nanjing. This 
institute offers international resettlement training jointly sponsored with the Center for Excellence in Management of Land Acquisition, Resettlement 
and Rehabilitation, affiliated with the Administrative Staff College of India, in Hyderabad. Resettlement-related training programs also operate in  
Bangladesh, the Philippines, Colombia, the Netherlands, and elsewhere. An argument could be made that, through such programs, the increased supply 
of competent practitioners can help in inducing demand for resettlement services.
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• Clarify responsibilities and lines of authority. Effective resettlement planning and implementation 
often requires coordinated actions among multiple agencies or jurisdictions. Within the hydropower 
sector in China, clear lines of authority have emerged to strengthen and standardize the approvals 
process, to promote interagency or inter-jurisdictional coordination, and to assess appropriateness 
of resettlement implementation processes while they are ongoing. In many other countries or 
sectors, by contrast, the agencies or jurisdictions necessarily involved in resettlement processes 
may fail to communicate among themselves in planning, may fail to prioritize resettlement  
activities (leading to failure to provide necessary assistance, or to problems of sequencing in  
delivery), or may be reluctant to risk stepping into others’ domain (or resistant to others stepping 
into what they perceive as their administrative domain). If officials from various sectors share a 
desire to improve resettlement management, they may find it in their interest to cooperate in  
asking for clear designation of national offices responsible for various aspects of resettlement  
approvals and for ensuring adequate implementation performance. Where such cooperation is not 
forthcoming, national planning or finance ministries may need to create an overarching authority 
structure empowered to require effective coordination. (At the project level, it may be useful  
to adopt the practice of creating a multi-agency or multi-jurisdictional leading group to  
encourage stronger coordination and to devise timely responses to management issues that arise 
in implementation.)

• Devise standards and procedures. Even if articulation of a full resettlement management system 
is beyond reach, most countries could readily improve both the efficiency and effectiveness  
of project-induced resettlement by devising and employing clear and consistent standards and 
procedures. On an international level, the most common and debilitating problems in planning and 
implementing resettlement stem from confusion and inconsistency over what precisely is to be 
done. If nothing else, policymakers interested in improving the efficiency of land acquisition and 
resettlement processes should specify standards or procedures relating to:

 a) Site selection, assessment, and demarcation;
 b) Technical scope and methods for resettlement-related surveys;
 c) Valuation methods for all types of land, structures, trees or crops, and other fixed assets;
 d) Compensation procedures;
 e) Complaint-management procedures;
 f) Eligibility criteria for any forms of livelihoods or relocation assistance; and
 g) Arrangements for adaptive management and financial contingencies. 

• Strengthen information management and community engagement. The China hydropower  
resettlement experience indicates that resettlement is implemented more efficiently and with 
more effective outcomes when the affected people are informed in advance, know what to expect 
(and when to expect it), know how to make their preferences known, and know how to  
get attention when problems arise. Unless prohibited by law or regulation, country or sector officials 
usually have considerable latitude in determining information disclosure practices. China  
experience shows that timely and accessible disclosure of information promotes transparency and 
provides much of the foundation for forming expectations, which affected persons need for their 
own planning and adaptation to changing circumstances. Similarly, existing laws or regulations 
typically do not proscribe consultation with affected communities, and do not prohibit establishing 
procedures for receiving and responding to affected persons’ complaints. As the China hydropower 
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B. Lessons for Strengthening Project-Level Resettlement Performance

experience suggests, embedding information management and consultation practices within the 
resettlement management system both increases the likelihood that the voices of affected persons 
will be heard, and that such voices will be raised within the management system itself. Such  
practices help to build trust and support for project objectives and reduce likelihood that affected 
persons will take complaints to courts, the media, or other potentially controversial venues; or will 
turn to opposition of the project altogether.

        Lessons for Strengthening Project-Level 
 Resettlement Performance

In the China hydropower experience, many of the lessons learned from exposure to recurring problems 
have become embedded in functional and reliable technical standards and operating procedures. All 
other things being equal, employing a systemic approach offers significant advantages over piece-meal 
decision-making at the project level. Building a coherent and effective resettlement management  
system is likely to remain a longer-term prospect for most countries (or other sectors within China). 

Nonetheless, the CREEI Report provides more proximate steps, such as the following, that can be taken 
to improve the effectiveness, efficiency, and consistency of resettlement performance at the project 
level, regardless of sector. 

• Improving identification and assessment of likely impacts. The CREEI Report emphasizes the  
importance of field-based identification and assessment as a supplement to (and sometimes  
corrective for) reliance solely on official documentation (e.g., maps, property deeds, or tax records) 
and on feasibility-stage project or site drawings. Official documents and technical drawings often 
fail to recognize on-the-ground realities that cause or magnify impacts. These can include presence 
of unregistered people, presence of unpermitted structures, and patterns or sources of livelihoods 
that are not reflected in land records or technical drawings. Field assessment also is essential to 
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social disaggregation and identification of particular groups or individuals who may be especially 
vulnerable to hardship because of resettlement, or who may likely be slow in adapting to changed 
circumstances. In the China hydropower experience, field identification and assessment has been 
shown to be important both for avoidance or minimization of impacts, often through technical 
design changes as well as for mitigation of those that remain. Even if national or sectoral guidance 
is insufficient, project-level practitioners in other countries can propose and promote measures to 
strengthen the scope and rigor of siting and assessment processes.  

• Formulating resettlement plans that encompass all impacts and the entire cycle of activities. For 
projects that rely on one-time payment of compensation as the sole mitigation measure, there is 
little logical basis for full-cycle resettlement planning. For many projects in many countries,  
payment of compensation basically completes official involvement in the resettlement process. As 
the China hydropower experience demonstrates, an approach focused solely on compensation 
fails to address many fundamental resettlement problems. It fails to address problems that  
individuals face in regaining agricultural livelihoods under different environmental conditions or 
where new skills are needed, or when they cannot return to previous economic activities because 
replacement agricultural land is not available or because their employment has been discontinued. 
It fails to address particular problems that the disabled, the elderly, female-headed households, 
ethnic minorities, or other vulnerable groups may have in moving away from supportive cultural 
practices or familiar social and economic conditions. And it fails to address broader community-level 
impacts, including access to infrastructure and services. Advanced planning is essential in specifying 
when impacts will occur, and when (and in what sequence) remedial measures should be put in 
place. One of the more pronounced strengths of the Chinese hydropower resettlement system is 
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planning that allows for construction of new towns; replacement of necessary infrastructure;  
measures to ensure the adequacy and accessibility of services; and, in some instances, prior  
investment in a diversified set of potential livelihood opportunities to be undertaken in advance of 
displacement. Under such a scenario, those affected know that they have a place to go and usually 
know what they will be doing once they get there. The formulation of a full-cycle resettlement plan 
also provides prior clarification of responsibilities for implementation and measures to monitor  
whether resettlement implementation is progressing as intended and is achieving the desired  
results. In fact, the China hydropower resettlement management system plans for, and monitors 
implementation of, a longer-term recovery period extending beyond what generally is considered 
necessary in international good practice. Project-level resettlement practitioners in other countries 
can make sure that all potential resettlement-related impacts are identified and assessed, and can 
specify resettlement planning requirements to include management arrangements for all relevant 
impacts. Where common practice may not include consideration of issues and impacts beyond 
compensation for assets, practitioners may want to draw the attention of higher-level officials to 
the likelihood that unaddressed impacts could result in project delays, eventual higher costs, poor 
community relations, and imposed hardships on affected persons.

• Improving survey and census methods. Learning from experience, the resettlement management 
system in the China hydropower sector includes several technical standards relating to survey 
scope and methods. Standards provide specific guidance regarding geological, hydrological,  
environmental, and other physical surveys. Standards also determine how and when potentially 
affected persons and communities are to be identified and surveyed regarding their land and  
assets, their existing living standards, and the sources of their livelihoods.  Survey standards make 
it clear what forms of information are required (and at what level of detail); how and when the 
information is to be obtained; and how it is to be used in resettlement planning, budgeting, and 
implementation. The existence of reliable survey data also provides a useful benchmark for moni-
toring implementation, for evaluating resettlement results, and for addressing resettlement-relat-
ed complaints. While the scope of relevant survey work may be expected to change from sector to 
sector (or even from project to project in some circumstances), resettlement practitioners in any 
project may benefit from establishing the scope and methods of survey work to be undertaken in 
support of resettlement objectives early in the project design process. 

• Establishing functional and reliable methods for valuation of assets. One of the biggest sources of 
delay and controversy in project development in many countries is lack of reliable and consistent 
means for valuation of land, structures, crops, and other fixed assets. Eminent domain clauses in 
the constitutions of most countries call in principle for fair compensation, but practitioners typically 
lack access to specific technical or procedural means to determine what a fair compensation level 
may be in any particular situation. Without recourse to reliable and consistent valuation standards 
and methods, project practitioners must solely and arbitrarily decide valuations or, as is often the 
case, delay the valuation process (and hence the project) until greater clarity is provided. Frequently, 
the eventual result is ad hoc application of valuation standards that result in pronounced patterns 
of underpayment or, in some instances, overpayment. From the perspective of affected persons, 
the lack of established and accepted valuation standards and methods undermines trust and feeds 
suspicions, frequently leading to legal or political challenges alleging unfair treatment. The China 
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hydropower sector has established standards and procedures for land valuation; for structural  
valuation; and for valuation of other assets that draw on real estate assessment, measures of  
productive output value, and other factors. Notably, these procedures allow for adjustment to 
valuations to reflect delays in payment or significant changes in property values. Instituting reliable 
and consistent valuation standards and procedures may well be the most important single thing 
practitioners in other countries (or sectors) can do to facilitate more efficiency in the overall  
resettlement process. Where that is not likely to occur, project-level practitioners can convene 
meetings with the project-sponsoring agency and local government authorities to establish  
valuation procedures for use under local project conditions prior to finalizing resettlement  
arrangements. 

• Establishing compensation procedures. In the China hydropower sector, project practitioners and 
affected people are aware of procedures for payment of compensation. Generally, compensation 
rates and amounts are publicly disclosed. There is clarity with regard to the timing of payment and 
potential application of taxes or fees against compensation amounts. Where compensation is  
collective in nature (agricultural land in China is collectively owned), the resettlement plan  
indicates how collective compensation is to be utilized or distributed. Where alternatives to cash 
compensation are available, affected persons generally are provided information to assist them  
in evaluating options. Practitioners in other countries (or sectors) can selectively draw from  
the China system to strengthen the consistency, accountability, and transparency of their  
compensation payment procedures. Within the context of a specific project, for example, this may 
include arrangements for payment to joint household accounts, arrangements for payment to  
female-headed households, arrangements for tranched payment of compensation (if necessary), 
or arrangements for holding compensation in escrowed accounts until ownership is determined or 
legal challenges are resolved.

• Strengthening management arrangements. In comparison to China hydropower practice, land  
acquisition in many countries is often still seen as an impediment to project start-up. And  
formulating broad-reaching resettlement plans is often seen mostly as just a necessary step  
in obtaining approvals required before initiating construction. The actual implementation of  
resettlement arrangements, and their effectiveness in addressing resettlement risks and impacts, 
often receives relatively little attention. The Chinese hydropower resettlement experience  
indicates that effective resettlement requires that plans are matched with management of actual 
implementation processes. Assigning and clarifying management roles and responsibilities serve 
the interests of both the affected public and the project itself. Strong management serves the  
public by promoting more focused and more effective pursuit of desired resettlement outcomes.  
Strong resettlement management serves the interests of project proponents by reducing  
resettlement-related risks that commonly impede project progress. 

 The following are particular aspects of the China hydropower resettlement management system 
that can be brought to bear at the project level in other countries (or sectors) to address commonly 
recurring problems:

a) Site demarcation — to publicly identify the project area, to notify the public that future  
investments or improvements to land or other assets will not be eligible for compensation, 
and to prevent incursion into the area designated for project use.
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b) Disclosure of resettlement approval requirements and processes — so that practitioners and 
the public are aware of requisite conditions and can monitor whether that has been accom-
plished.

c) Thorough project budgeting and establishing clear arrangements for financial management 
and meeting contingencies — so that there is prior agreement on the principle of who pays 
for resettlement-related expenses and how unanticipated expenses are to be met.

d) Monitoring resettlement implementation on a timely basis — so that potentially costly or 
time-consuming implementation challenges can be identified when there is still time and  
resources to deal with them. If external monitoring agents are to be employed, their services 
should be defined and contracted before the land acquisition process begins.  

• Community engagement and information management. Even if national development regulations 
and practices do not promote strong information management and community engagement,  
project-level opportunities may exist. The CREEI Report notes the potential benefits to the  
project for improved local communication — namely, informed and engaged people make better 
decisions and are more trusting and supportive of projects and officials. Practitioners in other 
countries (and sectors) can do more to ensure that appropriate arrangements for community  
engagement and information management are built into resettlement plans. These include  
establishing prior agreements regarding how and when information will be publicly disclosed, how 
and when affected individuals or communities will be consulted regarding resettlement plans and 
options, how affected persons can lodge complaints with project management regarding  
any aspect of the resettlement process, and how project management will manage responses to  
complaints received.  

B. Lessons for Strengthening Project-Level Resettlement Performance
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• Arrangements for adaptive management. Even in the case of China hydropower resettlement, 
with its strong administrative structure, elaborated technical standards, and detailed resettlement 
planning and implementation requirements, implementation rarely (if ever) goes entirely  
according to plan. Monitoring, along with communications with affected people, can indicate when 
plans are being implemented but are not having the desired effect. Because they often are on site, 
resettlement practitioners in other countries or sectors almost inevitably will have a role to play in 
identifying emerging implementation issues and in formulating adaptations. Given the likelihood 
that unanticipated issues will arise, they also have a legitimate interest in proposing and promoting 
prior procedures for determining how such issues are to be addressed. 

• Identifying opportunities to reach beyond restoration of the status quo. It remains common  
practice for many projects in many countries to conceptualize the resettlement challenge in terms 
of restoration of the status quo. Compensation for land, houses, and other assets is pegged, at 
most, to the cost of their replacement. Impacts on infrastructure and services are assessed (if at 
all) with their repair or restoration to their previous level of functionality or serviceability in mind.  
China’s experience shows that, especially in reservoir resettlement, project impacts are so severe 
and all-encompassing that restoration of the status quo is a logical and practical impossibility.  
Circumstances in the local area are transformed to an extent that transformative resettlement 
planning is necessary. Such situations present opportunities to make things better than before or 
consistent with what the CREEI Report calls a development approach to resettlement.

Similar circumstances arise in projects in other countries or sectors, creating opportunities for  
transformative resettlement planning even where impacts are less destructive or widespread. For  
example, it makes little sense to pay compensation at replacement cost for slum housing when the 
likely outcome will be recreated substandard housing.  It may make little sense to repair or restore  
infrastructure that is already obsolete or inadequate. It may make little sense to plan for restoration or 
replacement of health, education, or other services to prior levels of adequacy or accessibility when 
shifting population will lead to much higher demand. The China hydropower resettlement experience 
also shows that promotion of alternative uses for compensation may be advisable where the local 
economy is generating new business opportunities, where younger or more educated resettlers seek 

entrepreneurial opportunities, and where older residents 
might prefer annuitized income payments.

For project-level practitioners, reaching beyond the  
status quo requires an open-minded approach to  
impact assessment and resettlement planning. Where  
transformative impacts are unavoidable, practitioners 
should look for development opportunities. Where  
development opportunities are identified as feasible, 
practitioners should seek to incorporate their full  
assessment into the resettlement planning process.

 

III. An International Perspective: What are the Lessons for Other Countries and Other Sectors? 
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C. The Common Thread

        The Common Thread

There is a common thread running through this assessment of the China hydropower resettlement 
experience. It also runs throughout the suggested lessons derived from that experience for possible 
emulation elsewhere. The common thread is commitment, which generally is a precondition to legal 
and regulatory reform; establishment of integrated and coherent performance standards; more  
effective impact assessment and resettlement planning; better information management and  
community engagement; better implementation monitoring; and, in sum, more effective resettlement 
outcomes. 

Practitioners and officials in most countries (or sectors) may lack the concentrated incentives  
and responsibilities that contributed to the commitment behind the hydropower resettlement  
management system in China. Many may see elaboration of such a fully specified management system 
as unnecessary or even undesirable in a context involving fewer projects, with fewer and less severe 
impacts. Yet, in the absence of established standards, procedures, and understandings, many of the 
same practitioners repeatedly find themselves confronting resettlement-related problems that cause 
their projects to move interminably slow or that place them in the middle of controversy. Even in  
the absence of strong commitment, there is tremendous potential value in developing the capacity  
for managing resettlement, even at the project level.

The CREEI Report describes how development of a hydropower resettlement management system has 
worked for China. Of course, China has resource advantages and political advantages that contribute to 
system effectiveness. But the resettlement problems and issues that the China hydropower sector has 
confronted are not unique to China. And there is nothing that necessarily limits deployment of the 
management techniques described in the CREEI Report to China. It remains up to practitioners and 
officials in other countries (or sectors) to decide how to chart their own specific course forward,  
appropriate to their own circumstances and constraints. Through its review of China’s experience, the 
CREEI Report offers officials and practitioners elsewhere with a wide range of potentially applicable 
possibilities that deserve their consideration.

C.
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Photo 1:  China Three Gorges Dam Reservoir. Photo: Shutterstock 
Photo 2: Infrastructure of Suijiang County Town, Yunnan Province – a city built for resettled families  
 from the Xiangjiaba Hydropower Station. Photo: CREEI
Photo 3:  Xiangjiazhai Hydropower Station on the Jinshajiang River. Photo: CREEI 
Photo 4:  Livelihood – Land Development. Photo: Chaohua Zhang
Photo 5:  School – Prior to Relocation. Photo: Chaohua Zhang 
Photo 6:  Baihetan Dam Construction Aerial View ( Baihetan Dam and Hydropower Project ) on Yangtze River 
 in China ( Xiluodu, Baihetan and Three Gorges Dam built by China Three Gorges Corporation CTGC ).  
 Photo: Shutterstock
Photo 7:  House of Turbine Generators, Lijiaxia Hydropower Station on the Yellow River. Photo: CREEI
Photo 8:  Infrastructure of Suijiang County Town, Yunnan Province – a city built for resettled families  
 from the Xiangjiaba Hydropower Station Site. Photo: CREEI
Photo 9:  New Resettlement houses. Photo: Chaohua Zhang
Photo 10:  Xiluodu Dam and Hydropower Plant on Yangtze River in China - (also Three Gorges Dam  
 and Baihetan Dam built by China Three Gorge Corporation CTGC). Photo: Shutterstock 
Photo 11:  Livelihood development – fruit trees plantation. Photo: Chaohua Zhang  
Photo 12:  Xiangjiaba Dam and Hydropower Plant on Jinsha River in China. Photo: Shutterstock
Photo 13:  Livelihood development – job creation in village enterprises. Photo: Chaohua Zhang
Photo 14:  Livelihood farming. Photo: Chaohua Zhang
Photo 15:  Three Gorges Dam and Hydropower Plant - Sanxia Dam on Yangtze River in China. Photo: Shutterstock
Photo 16:  Moving. Photo: Chaohua Zhang
Photo 17:  Livelihood – land development. Photo: Chaohua Zhang
Photo 18: Livelihood – aquaculture. Photo: Chaohua Zhang
Photo 19:  New School. Photo: Chaohua Zhang
Photo 20:  Village Clinics. Photo: Chaohua Zhang
Photo 21:  Livelihood Development – Greenhouse. Photo: Chaohua Zhang
Photo 22:  New School. Photo: Chaohua Zhang
Photo 23: New Private Village Medical Clinic. Photo: Chaohua Zhang
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