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Global concerns about climate change mitigation are accelerating the expansion of renewable 

energy across countries. The UN has enshrined ‘access to clean and affordable energy’ as a 

sustainable development goal (SDG 7) and also declared 2014-2024 as the ‘International Decade 

for Sustainable Energy’. An emerging economy, India ranks as the seventh largest hydroelectric 

power producer worldwide and aims to triple its current renewable installed capacity from 59 

GW to 175 GW by 2022.  Run-of-the-river small hydropower projects under 25 MW in capacity 

are classified as renewable in India and are being promoted in order to meet the national 

renewable targets, especially in the Himalayan region. Under this federal mandate, the Western 

Himalayan state of Himachal Pradesh is aggressively expanding its share of renewable energy 

through these run-of-the-river small hydropower projects, which divert river water for energy 

needs. However, the expansion of these run-of-the-river small hydropower projects threatens 

water resources that are critical for agricultural practices often leading to contestations between 

private renewable energy developers and local communities. This paper focuses on a case-study 

of a small hydropower project in Himachal Pradesh that was opposed by local communities as it 

conflicted with the traditional community managed irrigation networks and disrupted agriculture 

in the valley. Using ethnography and semi-structured interviews, we focus on the negotiations, 

compromises and collective action that led to a water-sharing agreement between the community 

led irrigation management committee and the hydropower project developers, meeting 

agriculture as well as energy needs. We find that the presence and history of both - formalized 

community water rights for irrigation as well as collective action, empowers local users to 

negotiate and bargain in favour of their agricultural needs. In light of the emergent challenges 

related to water resources for agricultural as well as clean energy in mountain river basins, we 

argue in favour of a rights-based approach to climate change mitigation strategies in order to 

address its unintended social, political and economic consequences. This study addresses the 

challenges associated with meeting the sustainable development goal of renewable energy 

expansion (SDG7) and contributes to global debates around local impacts of climate change 

mitigation strategies.


