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Introduction

In December 2024, China approved the Construction of the Medong Hydropower
Station, a mega dam project on the Yarlung Tsangpo, which becomes the
Brahmaputra downstream. With actual capacity of 60GW, annual generation of 300
billion kWh, and an investment touching $167 billion, there's already a very big dam in
China called the Three Gorges Dam, which makes a lot of power.! But this new dam
on the Yarlung Tsangbo river is planned to be even bigger. It might make three times
more electricity than China’s famous Three Gorges Dam. That's a huge amount of
clean energy enough to light up many homes and help China move closer to its clean

energy goals.

China officially began its construction in July 2025, and China called it the “project of
the century.” ' The dam is being built near the Great Bend of the Brahmaputra River,
close to India’s Arunachal Pradesh. This has raised serious concerns in both India and

Bangladesh. People are worried that it might reduce the flow of water downstream,
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which could damage farming and the environment, also it can affect the lives of millions

who depend on the river."
China’s Dams on the Brahmaputra: Control, Risks, and India’s Response

China is located upstream on the Brahmaputra River, which gives it a natural upper
hand. But most of the river’s total water about 65% to 85% actually comes from the
Indian side, especially through monsoon rains and smaller rivers flowing from
Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, and even Bhutan. On the other hand, China’s contribution
to the river mainly from snowmelt and rainfall on the Tibetan Plateau is much less,
only around 15% to 35%." Despite this, China has more control because of its location
at the source of the river. There is no formal water-sharing agreement between India
and China or with Bangladesh. Instead, both countries rely on seasonal data-sharing
memorandums. But these are fragile. In 2017, during a military standoff in Doklam,
China suddenly stopped sharing flood and rainfall data, showing how political tensions

can impact water cooperation.vi

One of the biggest concerns now is China’s decision to build the world’s largest
hydropower station at Medog in Tibet. The dam is being built in a place where the river
drops 2000 meters in just 50 kilometres. Engineers plan to build tunnels and dams in
the Namcha Barwa mountains. This project could produce around 60000 megawatts
of electricity which is almost double the power of China’s biggest dam today." China
says the dam will be “run-of-river,” meaning it will not store huge amounts of water.

But downstream countries like India and Bangladesh are still concerned.

Apparently, this mega project is rendered to be problematic because of its
geographical closeness to LAC to China, it turns out to be all the more dangerous
because of China’s plan for the Upper Reaches of the same river in the Tibet.Vii As
per Mr. Kiren Rijiju, Union Minister of parliamentary affair of India, this project would
be a great strategic importance for India’s national Security as it would be timely
response over China’s disobedience rule of law and its growing control over India’s

maritime neighbourhood.*

In addition to generating energy, the project will be crucial for flood management in
the Brahmaputra basin. Assam and its neighbouring areas frequently experience
devastating floods during the monsoon season. By conserving excess water and

controlling river flow, the initiative can assist in lighten this issue. In a strategic sense,
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it enhances India's infrastructure in a sensitive border area and upholds its rights as a
lower river state, especially in reaction to China's hydropower projects on the upper

Yarlung Tsangpo.*
Downstream Impact

The Brahmaputra River is an essential resource in Assam. In addition to helping with
agriculture, the river is crucial for wildlife, especially in Kaziranga National Park.
Although the river's yearly floods can be challenging, they are essential to the storage
of the grasslands and wetlands. Additionally, these floods help to create the stable
and safe environments that species at risk like dolphins in rivers but if dams upstream
change the timing or strength of the floods, it can hurt nature. It may damage animal
habitats and disturb the entire ecosystem.X India responded with diplomatic caution,
emphasizing the need for transparency and prior notification under international
norms. External Affairs Ministry officials reiterated that while the dam is being built on
China’s territory, the transboundary nature of the Brahmaputra demands cooperation

and data-sharing to avoid ecological disasters downstream. X!

China might try to divert the Brahmaputra River in the future. But most studies say that
the river mainly depends on rainfall and smaller rivers inside India. So, China cannot
fully control its flow.* The sudden water release, poor dam management, or long-term
changes in how soil and sand flow with the river. Even small changes in water flow
and timing upstream can slowly harm the whole river system downstream. That's why
India needs a better way to watch and study the river. In the past, China stopped
sharing river data during tense times, showing that we can’t rely only on trust. India
should build its own tools using satellites and open platforms to track river data in real

time XV

India should also work towards setting up a formal Brahmaputra River Commission
with China, India and Bangladesh as members. This kind of body can help with regular
sharing of data, joint studies on the environment and building trust among the
countries. India can also use platforms like the UN Watercourses Convention or even
global groups like the Quad to highlight China's lack of transparency in dam-building.x
At the same time, India’s own hydropower projects, like the Upper Siang dam, should
only move ahead with full support from local communities. This means fair

compensation, proper relocation, and planning that respects local culture. Even



leaders like Arunachal Pradesh Chief Minister Pema Khandu have said that no project

should happen without the people’s consent.V!
Conclusion

China’s construction of the Medog Dam on the Yarlung Tsangpo is a clear example of
its attempt to control the flow of the river before it enters India. Without consulting India
or considering the ecological impact, China has moved ahead with the project in a
non-transparent and unilateral way. Its continued refusal to share important
hydrological data, especially during sensitive periods, further shows an irresponsible
approach to shared water resources. This is not just about development but a strategy
to influence the region’s water security. India, on the other hand, has responded with
maturity and strength. With a major share of the Brahmaputra flowing through its
territory, India is focusing on sustainable development, ecological balance, and the
involvement of local communities in regions like Upper Siang. Instead of reacting fast
India is taking a smart and principled approach strengthening its internal capabilities,
promoting transparency, and pushing for fair and cooperative river management. By
leading through responsibility and resilience, India is setting the right example. The
Brahmaputra should be a symbol of regional cooperation not a means for any country

to impose control.
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