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In a news report posted on the New Scientist in 2012, the head of Wetlands 

International Jane Madgwick warned against massive engineering work on the Niger River and 

stated that the result would be a “human catastrophe as vicious as shameful as the drainage of the 

Aral Sea in the Soviet Union”. Social sustainability in the context of the Niger River Basin is 

paramount because the basin is home to a vulnerable population whose livelihoods depend on the 

River and its resources for subsistence. Coastal populations in the Niger River region mainly 

include fishermen and farmers who are being displaced because of the project. Indeed, the Niger 

River Basin project can have significant impacts on the residents of the area. The objective of 

this study is to examine the effectiveness of the Niger River Basin Project Social Impact 

Assessment (SIA) and its implications for social sustainability in the region. The project covers 

the following countries in West Africa: Benin, Mali, Niger, and Guinea. Using Niger as a case 

study, I analyzed the SIA of the project, and conducted a key informant interview of six 

participants including a community organization in the Niger Basin who are knowledgeable of 

the project and have or had a direct contact with the residents of the basin through community 

organization, project coordination, community involvement and policy evaluation. My findings 

showed that learning organization concerns inherent to the governance of the Niger Basin 

weaken equity and capacity for learning. Hence, to advance social sustainability through SIA 

process, this study suggested the development of regional indicators. While SIA is used to assess 

the degree of the impact of a project in a region and ways to address them, a social sustainability 

lens further the effectiveness of the process and can enhance development in a region. Given that 

sustainability encompasses the achievement of economic, social and environmental goals, 

conceptualizing the SIA tool as a mean for reaching these objectives is particularly important in 

developing countries.


