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Lao dam disaster: UN rights experts call for justice two years on

GENEVA / BANGKOK (29 April 2020) – A group of UN experts* called on governments and relevant
businesses to take immediate action to address ongoing human rights violations experienced by
survivors of a tragic dam collapse in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic nearly two years ago.

“Thousands of survivors lost everything and continue to face uncertainty and neglect,” the experts
said. “Governments, as well as companies and banks, stand to profit handsomely from the hydropower
project, yet communities who lost everything have received only broken promises.”

The breach of an auxiliary dam of the Xe Pian-Xe Namnoy hydropower project in July 2018 led to
destructive flooding that killed at least 71 people and left thousands of people homeless.

“Community members, including indigenous peoples, have yet to receive adequate compensation and
remain in substandard temporary housing with little privacy and inadequate access to food, water,
medical supplies, sanitation and land,” the experts said. “People reportedly have not been
meaningfully consulted about relocation or provided with a timeline.

“The Lao Government claims to be doing its utmost to help people, but that is contradicted by reports
that displaced communities are still in limbo and needlessly suffering,” they said.

The UN experts noted that “the allegations suggest that the business enterprises involved are flouting
their responsibility to respect human rights under the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human
Rights.”

“Since these businesses may have caused or contributed to this disaster, they should consult relevant
stakeholders and provide effective remedies to the affected communities,” they stressed.

A Lao-government commissioned report on the cause of the collapse has not yet been released to the
public. In May 2019, state-owned media quoted Lao officials saying the report concluded that design
and construction decisions were to blame. SK Engineering and Construction, the Korean company
responsible for the engineering and construction of the dam, has challenged that conclusion.

The UN experts wrote to SK Engineering and Construction as well as the Thai company reported to
have a supervisory role, RATCH Group. Both are partners in the Xe-Pian Xe-Namnoy Power Company
(PNPC), a public-private partnership established to develop and operate the dam, along with Korea
Western Power Company and Lao Holding State Enterprise, all of whom have been contacted.

They also sent letters to four Thai banks that helped finance the estimated US$1.02 billion project –
Krung Thai Bank, the Bank of Ayudhya, Thanachart Bank, and the Export-Import Bank of Thailand – as
well as the Export-Import Bank of Korea, which loaned the Lao Government US$80 million for the
project.
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The experts have also conveyed their concerns directly to the Governments of the Lao PDR, South
Korea and Thailand.

During an official visit to the Lao PDR in 2019, the UN Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and
human rights, Philip Alston, spoke to community members who described the trauma of the disaster
and the challenge of rebuilding their lives in crowded, makeshift shelters with limited support, rising
debt and no real access to land.

“It is absolutely outrageous that so little has been done, despite government assurances and the deep-
pockets of the investors involved,” the human rights experts concluded.

ENDS

*The experts: Githu Muigai (Chair), Anita Ramasastry (Vice-chair), Dante Pesce, Elzbieta
Karska, and Surya Deva, Working Group on the issue of human rights and transnational corporations
and other business enterprises; Philip Alston, Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human
rights; David R. Boyd, Special Rapporteur on human rights and the environment; Cecilia Jimenez-
Damary, Special rapporteur on the human rights of internally displaced persons; Léo Heller, Special
Rapporteur on the human rights to water and sanitation; Leilani Farha, Special Rapporteur
on adequate housing as a component of the right to an adequate standard of living, and on the right
to non-discrimination in this context.

The Special Rapporteurs and Working Groups are part of what is known as the Special Procedures of
the Human Rights Council. Special Procedures, the largest body of independent experts in the UN
Human Rights system, is the general name of the Council's independent fact-finding and monitoring
mechanisms that address either specific country situations or thematic issues in all parts of the world.
Special Procedures' experts work on a voluntary basis; they are not UN staff and do not receive a
salary for their work. They are independent from any government or organization and serve in their
individual capacity.

For more information and media requests, please contact Junko Tadaki (+41 22 917 9298 /
jtadaki@ohchr.org) or Patricia Varela (+41 22 928 9234 / pvarela@ohchr.org)

For media enquiries regarding other UN independent experts, please contact Xabier Celaya (+ 41 22
917 9445 / xcelaya@ohchr.org)

Follow news related to the UN’s independent human rights experts on Twitter @UN_SPExperts.
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