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WWF Caucasus Position Statement on Hydropower and 
 Protected Areas Development in Georgia 

In connection to the recent tensions on the potential construction of hydropower plants and 

establishment of protected areas in Racha region, the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) Caucasus 

Programme Office would like to express a general position on these issues as well as an opinion 

specifically on the existing situation in Racha. 

Our general position regarding the hydropower development is the right hydropower plant at the right 

place. The right hydropower plant (HPP) means one planned, designed and constructed through the 

application of the latest environmentally friendly and least harmful technologies, and the right place 

means a location selected through consideration of outcomes of proper strategic planning and all three 

components of sustainable development – not only economic but equally environmental and socio-

cultural.  

The World Wide Fund for Nature opposes all those HPPs that fail to meet internationally accepted 

sustainability standards and principles of best practices.  

According to the opinion of WWF Caucasus, 

 Hydropower development should be based on thorough strategic environmental and social 

assessments; 

 Strategic planning for hydropower development as well as decision-making related to individual 

HPP projects need to be significantly improved;  

 Before deciding on the construction of a new hydropower plant, all possible alternatives, including 

other sources of renewable energy, should be fully considered to avoid decisions that could harm 

the environment and the local people; and 

 No hydropower plants should be built in improper places or effecting areas of high conservation 

value. Therefore, it is crucial to set priorities for the protection of freshwater ecosystems of high 

conservation value and to consider these priorities while taking the relevant decisions.  

Since the previous government, the Georgian hydropower sector has been known to ignore the above-

mentioned fundamental principles of sustainable development. The hydropower sector in the country 

has been developing spontaneously without strategic planning and based on insufficient environmental 

assessments conducted according to an outdated methodology. Alternative opinions expressed by 

environmentalists have always been ignored and some hydropower projects have been only deterred 

by severe, sometimes furious, local public protest. This would not be a reality in circumstances of proper 

planning when principles of sustainable development are considered, and public opinion and views of 

environmentalists and experts of historical and cultural heritage are taken into account from the very 

beginning.  

Another fundamental thing to keep in mind when talking about HPPs is that no matter how much money 

is invested into an HPP project, the HPP is just a temporary facility, whereas nature is eternal providing 

many times more long-term benefits to people than any engineering or infrastructure development 

would. We understand that the country’s economy should develop, and short-term and medium-term 

plans are necessary. Georgia is rich in hydropower resources and the country should benefit from it, 

but as we mentioned earlier, only through the application of proper standards and technologies at the 

right places. Racha and the Rioni River are not the right places in this regard: (i) the geo-ecological 

balance in the region is seismically overly sensitive, increasing the risk of possible catastrophic 

developments; (ii) the Rioni floodplains are an internationally important ecosystem (as a type of a habitat 

covered by the Bern Convention); (iii) The Rioni River itself is an ecosystem of high conservation value 
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as it is among a small number of rivers in the world where globally critically endangered sturgeon 

species still spawn in natural conditions. The Rioni is the last functional sturgeon spawning river in 

Georgia and the eastern part of the Black Sea basin. Construction and operation of additional HPPs 

cascades on the Rioni would further jeopardize the already shrunk sturgeon spawning grounds 

consequently having an impact on sturgeon conservation; and (iv) the project undoubtedly can cause 

an irreversible damage to the local genetic diversity, specifically to the unique agro-biodiversity, as well 

as to the natural and cultural heritage of the region that is the home to some rarest, unique varieties of 

vine in the world. Ultimately, Racha's tourism potential will be significantly reduced. 

In our opinion, the historic Tergi Valley (with its tributaries) was also an improper place for a hydropower 

plant project. Also, unacceptable was the construction of hydropower plants in the region of Meskheti 

and even small HPPs on rivers such as the Kintrishi, Adjaristskali tributaries, etc. Small hydropower 

plants are also a big problem as they add almost nothing to the energy system, while affecting local 

biodiversity and tourism. 

Sustainable development in general means that the ecological balance should be maintained across 

the country. It is impossible to stop the technical and economic progress - the economy would develop, 

faster or slower, and new infrastructure would still be built. How can economic development be offset 

to maintain the ecological balance? Leading environmentalists around the world believe that it could be 

done by establishing networks of protected areas (PAs) that should consist of traditional PAs and 

community conserved areas and/or privately preserved areas connected by ecological corridors. 

According to the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), by 2020, at least 17% of terrestrial and 

inland water should have been protected. However, recent research shows that this is not enough:                

to ensure the health of the planet, we need to protect half of its area ("Nature Needs Half"). In line with 

the CBD, Georgia developed and approved the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan for              

2014-2020 (Resolution of the Georgian Government # 343, May 8, 2014). The Strategy and Action Plan 

have a less ambitious goal to establish protected areas on 12% of Georgia's total territory by 2020. 

Georgia is far from reaching its own approved goal with about the current 9% of PAs coverage of                     

its territory.  

The current delay in the development of the PAs system is not a surprise. Racha does not need                         

a cascade of hydropower plants, but rather a large National Park where nature would be protected; 

land, including forests and pastures, would not be alienated; local people would have enough firewood 

or other biological resources and would be employed in the park, and the National Park as a brand 

would attract thousands of tourists to the region. The National Park was planned earlier, then technically 

re-designed at the government's request, yet has not been established ever since. Some other 

protected areas are in the same situation, causing an impression that the technocratic part of                            
the government blocks the development of the Protected Areas Network in Georgia. 

Nevertheless, we do not lose hope that the current delay is temporary only and we believe that Georgia 

will successfully continue the planning and establishment of Protected Areas. 
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