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In recent decades, countries in the Global South have been experiencing a boom in the 

construction of hydroelectric dams. Promoters of hydroelectric dams claim that these are 

sustainable while they satisfy countries’ energy needs.  However, it is widely discussed that 

hydroelectric dams generate negative social-ecological impacts. Therefore, public opposition 

around this type of megaprojects had emerged at different levels. Scholars have started to 

identify diverse forms of public opposition against dams and the conditions that cause the rise of 

the activism. However, little is known about the effects that public opposition could have on the 

social-ecological impacts of dams. In this study we explore the extent to which structural 

(characteristics of the country, including the presence of activism) and proximate (attributes of 

the resettlement for example) social-political conditions, as well as technical conditions from the 

dam (for example the size of the dam) influence the type of ecological and social impacts 

generated by hydroelectric dams. We center our study on understanding the role of activism, as a 

social-political dimension, in the type of effects caused by dams. In this paper, we do a 

Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) using information from a meta-analysis of peer-review 

journal articles published between 1980 and February 2019, on compensation and resettlement of 

large dams in the Global South. We complement the information of the meta-analysis with 

secondary data about activisms and political regimes at the country level. The research suggests 

that dams located in countries with higher levels of democracy and public opposition (activism) 

have less harmful impacts on the wellbeing of local dwellers and the natural capital. Also, 

characteristics of the project, such as the size of the dam, are relevant. These results contribute to 

the literature on activism, hydroelectric dams, and sustainable development outcomes, with a 

regional and Global South perspective.


