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The Three Gorges 
Dam 

History:  

Dr. Sun Yat Sen, forerunner of China’s 

democratic revolution, first proposed the 

construction of the dam  in the three gorges 

back in 1919. . In an article written in both 

English and Chinese, he illustrated the benefits 

of this project in terms of power generating 

and navigation.  

 

 Since 1954, Chinese and foreign scientists and 

engineers have devoted themselves to the 

planning, design and consulting work on the 

project. 

In April 1992, the National Peoples Congress 

approved the construction of the the Three 

Gorges dam on the Yangtse River as part of 

China’s 10-year development program.   



The Yangtse River 

and it’s People 



The Yangtse River and it’s People 



The Yangtse River (Chang Jiang 

or Long River), is the largest 

river in China and the 3rd largest 

river in the world.  Only the Nile 

and the Amazon are longer. Only 

the Amazon and Congo Rivers 

carry more water. 

The Yangtse River and it’s People 

The river is formed in the glaciers of the Tibetan 

Plateau and begins it’s 3,937 mile journey to the 

South China sea near Shanghai.  Along the way, 

it cuts through the fabled Three Gorges. 



The Yangtse River and it’s People 

A place of ancient civilization, the 

Changyang culture belongs to the new 

Stone Age and has left a history of 

simple and colorful customs. 



The Yangtse River and it’s People 



The Yangtse River and it’s People 

For thousands of years, 

trackers have pulled  

boats upstream in 

turbulent waters of the 

Yangtse. 



The Yangtse River and it’s People 



The Yangtse River and it’s People 



The Yangtse River Valley, 

encompassing an area roughly 1/5 

that of Canada, is China’s 

agricultural and industrial heartland 

supporting about 400 million people 

(1/3 of China’s population). 

The Yangtse River and it’s People 



The Yangtse River and it’s People 



The Yangtse River and it’s People 



The Yangtse River and it’s People 

The three gorges area has over 200 miles 

of towering limestone cliffs. 



The Yangtse River and it’s People 

For centuries, the magnificent 

Three Gorges area has  inspired 

literary men and women, poets 

and artists. Their work has been 

handed down from generation to 

generation.  



GuiYang in the Yangtze River Valley 

The Yangtse River and it’s People 



Shanghai at the mouth of the 

Yangtse 

The Yangtse River and it’s People 
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The Governments 
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Why Build a Dam 

The Governments Perspective 

Flood Control 

•Throughout China’s history, Yangtze floods 

have caused death and destruction. Severe 

flooding along China’s Yangtze River is 

rapidly becoming a human tragedy of 

gigantic proportions.  Millions of people 

have been driven from their homes by the 

floodwaters and many more are threatened 

with inundation if dykes and levees 

protecting cities and towns along the river 

give way.  Wuhan, a major industrial city 

with a population of more than 7 million 

people, is in imminent danger.  

A flood in 1931 claimed 

200,000 lives.  One in 

1887 killed and estimated 

7 million people.  



Why Build a Dam 

The Governments Perspective 

Flood Control 

 
Since May, the government, army and 

population of the Peoples Republic of 

China have been heroically battling the 

most disastrous flooding there in 44 years. 

Torrential rains have flooded three of 

China’s major rivers.  Flooding on the 

Yangtze has caused at least $24 billion of 

damage.  The disaster has claimed 

between 2,000 - 4,000 lives so far and has 

affected more than 240 million people - 

one fifth of the country’s population.  

Over 14 million people have been 

evacuated, 17 million homes destroyed 

and 53 million acres of farmland flooded.       
( Workers World 9/3/98) 



Why Build a Dam 

The Governments Perspective 

Hydroelectric Power 

China’s is probably the country in the world 

with the greatest hydropower potential, and 

estimated 378 GW.  Only about 10% of this 

potential has been developed.  In 1987, 

hydropower represented almost 30% of 

China’s total energy consumption.  

 

The dam will generate power to keep pace 

with China’s economic growth.  It is 

estimated that China’s 1990 power capacity 

of 130 Million kw will grow to 580 million 

kw by the year 2015 



Why Build a Dam 

The Governments Perspective 

Reduced Pollution 

The Three Gorges Dam’s annual 

power output is equivalent to: 

• burning 50 million tons of coal or  

• burning 25 million tons of crude oil.  

This will effectively cut  

• 100 million tons of carbon dioxide,  

• up to 2 million tons of sulfur dioxide, 

• 10,000 tons of carbon monoxide,  

• 370,000 tons of nitrogen oxide  

• 150,000 tons of dust from the 
atmosphere 

The burning of 

sulfur-laden 

powder coal (of 

which China has 

a seemingly 

unlimited 

supply) helps 

make pulmonary 

disease the 

number one 

cause of death in 

China.  



Why Build a Dam 

The Governments Perspective 

Economic Development of 

Central China 

The dam will allow vessels up 

to 10,000 tons to travel 1,500 

miles inland to Chongqing, 

opening up markets in the 

Yangtze watershed, where some 

400 million people live. 



Respect 

Why Build a Dam 

The Governments Perspective 

The Three Gorges Dam has become a 

symbol of unity and strength for the ruling 

communist party of the Peoples Republic 

of China. 

 

“the damming of the Yangtse River is of 

great political and economic significance 

… It proves to the whole world the 

Chinese people’s ability in building the 

world’s first rate hydroelectric  project.” 

says Li Peng,  

 

Many high ranking Chinese officials 

expect the dam to become a potent symbol 

of their nation's vitality in the new century 

and the new millennium.  
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The Three Gorges 
Dam 
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Spillway 

Left Bank Power Station 

Right Bank Power Station 
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Dam 

Reservoir 

Navigation 

Ship Locks 

Ship Elevator 



Yellow dots indicate 

locations where Dan took 

photos 



The Great Three Gorges Dam 

Comparison with 

Hoover Dam 

•Type: Concrete Arch Dam 

•4,360,000 cubic yards concrete 

•5 years of construction 

•17 Generators 

•2,074 Megawatts 

•122 Mw/ generator 

•Width: .25 miles 

•Reservoir Cap: 9.2 trillion gallons 

•Type: Concrete Gravity Dam 

•34,290,000 cubic yards concrete 

•17 years of construction 

•26 Generators 

•18,200 Megawatts 

•700 Mw/ generator 

•Width: 1.2 miles 

•Reservoir Cap: 112 trillion gallons 





The Great Three Gorges Dam 

       Diversion Channel 



The Great Three Gorges Dam 

       Diversion Channel 



The Great Three Gorges Dam 



Construction of the 

diversion channel 

The Great Three Gorges Dam 

       Diversion Channel 
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The Great Three Gorges Dam 
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The Great Three Gorges Dam 

       Diversion Channel 



The Great Three Gorges Dam 

       Diversion Channel 



The Great Three Gorges Dam 

       Diversion Channel 



 

Left Bank Power Station 



Power Generation 

•The Three Gorges Dam 

will be the world’s largest 

hydropower plant. 

•26 turbine generators 

(each one the size of a 

small nuclear power plant) 

•18.2 million kw 

•Equivalent to 1/7 of 

China’s total power output 

in 1992 

Generators 



Power Stations 





















Construction of  

Right Bank Power Station 

2003 - 2009  



Construction of  

Right Bank Power Station  



135M 

Reservoir filled to 135M 

in summer of 2003 

The Great Three Gorges Dam 





























6 generators being 

built into the rocks 
14 

12 

Installed Capacity 32 generators: 

22,500 MW 



 

Spillway 







http://pic.templetons.com/brad/photo/china/dam/crw_7123.jpg
http://pic.templetons.com/brad/photo/china/dam/dam1.jpg
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Ship Locks 



400 foot drop in elevation 











Ship locks under construction. The five 

huge locks will lift ships of 10,000 tons, 

or the size of the Titanic, over 400 feet to 

the reservoir level. These are the largest 

locks in the world. 



















 

Ship Elevator 













The shiplift is the world's largest. With a one-step 

vertical hoisting mechanism, the shiplift, equipped 

with a 120x18x3.5-meter container, is capable of 

carrying a 3,000-ton passenger liner or cargo boat. 

 

 



 

Reservoir 







•It will submerge: 

•13 cities 

•140 towns 

•1352 villages 

•1600 factories 

 



Submersion of Cities, 

Villages and Factories 



The Problem    

(Opposing Perspectives) 



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Project not universally 

supported in China 

Dai calls the dam “the most 

environmentally and socially 

destructive project in the world.”  

She also calls for a halt to 

construction and supports the idea 

of a series of smaller, less 

disruptive dams on the tributaries of 

the Yangtzi 

Dai Qing was jailed for 10 months 

for her views on the dam. 

•When the dam was approved by the National 

People’s Congress (NPC) in 1992, almost one-

third of the normally compliant NPC delegates, 

in an unprecedented display of legislative 

dissent, either abstained or cast opposition 

votes.  

•The decision making process on the dam 

project has been criticized by people who have 

dared speak out against the Chinese 

government, by exile Chinese and international 

organizations. The process has been far from 

democratic, and the opposition has not been able 

to present it’s views.  

 

 





5 months 

4 months 

3 months 



5 months 

4 months 

3 months 

Generator Requirements = 600 – 950 M3/sec. 

5000/950 (5000/600) = 5 – 8  generators operational out of 26 (32) during Dec - April  





2008: 47% 



Maximum: 65% 



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Displacement of 1.9 

Million People 



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Resettlement of 1.9 

Million People 

The people to be relocated  will have to 

evacuate 200,000 acres of the richest land 

along the river basin and relocate in 

unknown, often inhospitable territory with 

lower living standards and where the local 

people resent them.  



Many people forced to resettle, 

suffer from extreme hardship to 

work their way back up to the 

economic norms of the country.  

 

 

The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

There is a prevalent feeling 

among low-level cadres and 

government workers, that it 

would be a wasted opportunity 

not to make some money out of 

the resettlement program.  Once 

they have the money in their 

pockets, they voluntarily resign 

and disappear. Money intended 

for resettlement has been taken 

by corrupt officials.  

Historical Note: In 1989, the Ministry of 

Agriculture’s poverty relief office acknowledged 

that roughly 70% of the country’s 10.2 million 

“reservoir relocatees” were still living in “extreme 

Poverty.” 



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Lost Cultural 

Archeological Treasures 

No archaeologist, cultural anthropologist or 

sociologist was among the 412 experts who 

assessed the dam prior to construction.  

Since 1994, more than 1200 important 

archaeological sites have been identified as 

worth saving including what appears to be 

the seat of a little understood people known 

as the Ba, who settled in the region some 

4,000 years ago.  

Over 30 Stone Age sites 30,000 - 50,000 

years old will be lost.  

Minimal government funds have been 

approved for this effort.  Perhaps 10 - 20% 

of the relics will be rescued before the 

reservoir is filled.  



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Loss of needed Farmland 

Much of the farmland lost to the 

reservoir has been tilled by the same 

Chinese families for centuries.  This 

land is some of the most fertile in 

China.  The land to where the 

population is to be relocated is much 

less fertile. 



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Flood Control or 

Hydroelectric Conflict 

The water level in the dam has to 

be kept low if flood security is to 

have priority, which means 

operating the power plant at less 

than it’s maximum or design 

capacity. 



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Siltation 

•Five hundred and thirty million tons of sand, 

pebbles and silt wash down through the 

Gorges each year and chances are that a large 

proportion will settle at the base of the dam. 

Sedimentation could impair the performance 

of the dam and substantially reduce the life 

span of the dam.  

•The Sanmenxia dam on the Yellow River had 

to be rebuilt because of siltation. Today, the 

dam has 1/3 of the design water storage 

capacity and 1/4 of the power capacity. 

•At the headwaters of the reservoir in 

Chongqing, the river will dump silt where the 

river presently sweeps it away.  The harbor 

made deeper by the flooding will swiftly 

become shallow because of the new silt 

making it difficult for shipping.  



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Pollution Upstream 

Along the Yangtse, about 80% of 

cities do not have sewage systems. 

Officials estimate one billion tons of 

sewage will flow into the reservoir 

each year including human waste, 

industrial chemicals and heavy 

metals. The dam will dramatically 

slow the waterflow robbing the river 

of it’s natural self-cleaning 

mechanism that now flushes sewage 

into the East China Sea.  

A sewage time bomb could start 

ticking under Chongqing as silt, no 

longer carried by rapid waters to the 

sea, builds up in the lake and blocks 

spillways for the waste water.  

 

Hundreds of factories where heavy metals 

and other pollutants have been dumped into 

the ground will be submerged releasing the 

pollutants into the reservoir. 

 

Stratification of chemicals will effect water 

quality in the reservoir 



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Pollution Downstream 

Silt and sedimentation act as a natural 

fertilizers to the Yangtze River Valley.  

The dam reservoir will trap 75% of the 

sediments and more chemical 

fertilizers would have to be used to 

compensate for the loss of natural 

fertilizers. There chemicals may 

contain cancer causing agents and can 

saturate the ground water causing 

irreversible ground water 

contamination.  



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

The White Dolphin 

•Also known as the Baji, the white dolphin 

is the Chinese rarest and most endangered 

water mammal species with approximately 

300 in existence.  It is found only in the 

Yangtse River.  The dam will severely 

degrade what little remains of the dolphin’s 

habitat. 

•Other species are in danger or extinction 

including the Chinese Sturgeon and the 

Chinese Paddlefish. 

•As lands and forests become submerged, 

thousands of invaluable animal species and 

most existing endangered species will have 

the possibility of becoming extinct.  



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Environment 

The forced relocation will cause 

an increase in deforestation and 

soil erosion as they are pushed 

onto overused land. 



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

China’s History of Dam 

Building 

Since 1949, out of 86,854 dams built, 3,200 have 

collapsed.  

In 1975, a typhoon struck Henan Province in 

central China, causing reservoirs to swell behind 

dozens of dams. The massive Banquio and 

Shimantan dams collapsed along with dozens of 

smaller dams. Two hundred and thirty thousand 

people died.  



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Questionable Construction 

•Allegations of corruption among 

officials involved with the project 

have raised fears of shoddy 

construction.  

•Industry in China has been known to 

cut corners in construction, usually 

by substituting substandard safety 

materials.  The project is rife with 

corruption, and a warning sign came 

in January 1999 when a new steal 

bridge in Chongqing, upstream from 

the dam, collapsed and killed 40 

people, due to corrupt building 

practices.  

Cracks in the dam have reopened, senior inspector 

says May 30/2003  

As China prepares to begin filling the Three Gorges 

reservoir on June 1, a senior member of the project 

inspection team has acknowledged that some of the 

cracks that were repaired at great expense on the 

upstream face of the dam have reopened.  

 



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Seismic/ Earthquake 

Concerns 

•The dam reservoir’s weight could induce 

and earthquake, triggering landslides and 

tidal waves in the reservoir.   

•Reservoir areas are well known for 

landslides. A landslip of the limestone walls 

could cause waves 250 feet high which 

would surge over the dam and potentially 

destroy it.  

•The dam itself sits on several seismic fault 

lines. 

•Rupture of the dam would create a lethal 

tidal wave that would kill millions and 

cripple China for decades.  

Construction of the dam was likely to trigger seismic 

activity, Mr. Xu said, but there had been no serious 

problems with the first phase of filling the reservoir to 

the 135-metre level. As the reservoir is filled higher in 

the future, more and bigger shocks are anticipated.  

21st Century Economic Report   June 26/2003  

 



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Strategic Vulnerability 

•Germany’s Mohne and Edler 

Dams were bombed and breached 

by the British in the Second World 

War. 

•The Perucia Dam in Croatia was 

badly damaged by terrorist bombs 

in 1993.  

•The North Koreans threatened to 

build a dam across their own Han 

River and then blow it up, so that 

the resulting surge would flood 

Seoul, the southern capital.  

 

The dam will be guarded by two divisions of 

soldiers and will have gun and missile 

batteries at every vantage point.  A security 

net will be in place so that even the most 

determined terrorist could not penetrate it.  



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Continued Flooding 

•“It is very clear that this is not a flood-

control dam.  That’s just the rhetoric used for 

propaganda” says Phillip Williams, a 

California based hydrological engineer. 

•There a several major tributaries downstream 

from the dam capable of contributing to flood 

conditions.  Even if it’s operated perfectly, it 

could only control a small portion of the 

Yangtze floodplain.  

•The loss of silt deposited on existing levees, 

will degrade the lower river channels 

scouring out and undermining the 

embankments increasing the chances of 

flooding. 

 



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Navigation: 

The dam has already caused difficulties in 

navigation including: 

•Lock cycle is 1 hour which is twice the 30 minute 

planned cycle.  Reduction in shipping capacity. 

•Lock problems shut the locks down for 2 weeks. 

•Restrictions on the type and size of boats allowed 

thru the locks. 

•Greater water surface area in the reservoir is 

causing much greater fog compared to the already 

foggy conditions.  

December 9/2003  

Southbound shiplock closes for two-week inspection  
by Kelly Haggart and Mu Lan 
The Three Gorges shiplock is closing in one direction on Dec. 10 for an inspection that 

will disrupt navigation through the dam for two weeks, China News Service (Zhongguo 

xinwen she) reports.  

 



The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 

Capital Funding 

Requirements 
•World banks are increasingly nervous 

about financing the project.  

•Financing is behind schedule and fund 

raising has been difficult for the second 

phase of construction.  

•The cost is expected to rise from 28 

Billion Dollars to about 90 Billion 

Dollars.  

•Even if the dam comes in on time and on 

budget, it would produce electricity at 

two to three times the cost of it’s 

competition.  

•Continued financing of the dam is a 

drain on the resources of the Chinese 

economy 

As China prepares to raise funds on the domestic stock 

market to complete the Three Gorges dam, it is jumping 

through hoops to make an uneconomic project look good. 

But investors should be very wary of involvement in a 

venture that requires constant government protection and 

coddling, and lacks inherent value and economic viability.  

"Potential investors should realize they would not be 

investing in a financially healthy enterprise, but in a 

political sacred cow," says Patricia Adams, an economist 

and executive director of Probe International (which 

publishes Three Gorges Probe). May 9/2003  

 



Ego 

“The Three Gorges project is not a 

hydro-electric engineering project.  

It is a political project exhibiting 

all the characteristics of a centrally 

controlled socialist economic 

system” says Dai Qing 

 

Political support at the top of the 

Chinese government seems to be 

eroding. The new premier has 

never publicly endorsed the dam 

and seems to be distancing himself 

from it.  

The Problem   
(Opposing Perspectives) 



China’s New Great Wall  

By Daniel Fisher 


