To the President of the Republic of Belarus, A.G. Lukashenko

From the members of the Kukoli Horticultural, Grodno oblast’, and their families

CC: Ministries of the Environment,

Economy and Energy
Dear Aleksandr Grigor’evich,

In April of this year you stood on the banks of the Pripiat’ river and promised the people of Belarus that the river would be preserved for future generations and the Polesia marshes would be regenerated. We now turn to you with a plea to preserve another great Belarusian river, the Neman.

The Grodno HPP, the largest hydroelectric power plant in the Republic, is currently being constructed on the Neman. The station will be made operational in 2011. Hrodnaenerga, the developer, is planning to start building a second hydroelectric power plant, the Neman HPP, in that very same year as was announced at the public hearings on this subject that took place in Grodno in March. It was stated that unique special equipment would be used to build the plant, experience had been built up, and that this was a matter of state importance. However, these sparsely attended public hearings raised more questions than answers. People are bewildered and concerned.
Any construction work must be justified from an economic point of view, especially if it is so expensive. Hrodnaenerga estimates that the Nemen HPP will take 18 years to recoup the initial investment. This would be unheard of elsewhere in the world. In Ukraine, similar projects have a payback period of seven years.
The building of an HPP must be preceded by extensive geological investigations. When a river is dammed, its entire sediment load begins to build up in the reservoir formed, turning the river into a swamp. Many artificial reservoirs constructed in the 20th century have suffered this fate. Moreover, weak river banks, particularly high ones such as are typical of the Neman, are eroded. Such investigations have not been carried out on the Neman, as became apparent at the hearings. The Kaunas hydroelectric plant already stands on the Neman. Our neighbour has had negative experience and many problems with it, and Lithuania has passed a law forbidding the construction of HPPs on the Neman. Why do we need to repeat the mistakes of others?

Who can check the quality of the construction works? We were told at the public hearings that ‘we don’t have experience of planning this kind of project’ and so a Ukrainian subcontractor is being used. But not a single HPP has been constructed in Ukraine in the last 20 years…

At the hearings, Hrodnaenerga’s management made much of their business acumen. Should we be spending a huge amount of public money on dubious projects that will cause irreprable damage and have an insignificant impact (around 3% of the oblast’s energy requirements) for the sake of a few ambitious companies? Who needs an ineffective project in the first place? Unfortunately, world experience has shown that the construction of such facilities tends to be accompanied by embezzlement on an especially grand scale.  It is very difficult to check the amount of work done - everything is covered by water.
Throughout the world, construction works are carried out using a comprehensive planning process, of which one of the main requirements is to conserve an area's environment and resources for future generations. The area that will be flooded as a result of the HPP contains unique nature reserves, agricultural land, pioneer camp beaches, tourist facilities and resorts for people who work in towns.

Respected Aleksandr Grigor’evich, we are approaching you because we believe that only you are capable of stopping this project. We implore you to ask the relevant government departments to study the value of and necessity for the Neman HPP, taking into consideration the planned construction of a nuclear power plant in our oblast’ and the positive, non-destructive experience of building power plants in other countries. We must preserve our beautiful Belarusian land and clear rivers and bequeath them to our descendents.
This letter was approved at the community work day on 8 May 2010.
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