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Hydropolitical Overview of Southern Africa
Water Availability
The Southern African Development Community (SADC) suffers from extremely arid climatic
conditions that are mainly the result of a combination of low rainfall patterns and high evaporation
rates. In fact, large areas of the region receive less than 500mm of precipitation per year1, such as,
for example, South Africa which has an annual rainfall of 497mm, well below the world average of
860mm2. To complicate matters further, rainfall in the Southern African region is highly seasonal
and extremely variable. This combination of unreliable rainfall patterns and high evaporation rates
in turn accounts for an unequal distribution of the resource throughout the region. For example, in
South Africa, most of the rainfall is concentrated along a narrow strip of land on the southern and
eastern coastline3. In SADC, water availability reduces drastically if one moves from the north to the
south and southwest of the country. In fact, some 80 percent of the total mean runoff of the entire
Southern African region arises from approximately 45 percent of the land surface area, located
mainly in the central and northern sectors of the region4. This implies that entire areas suffer
periodically from extreme droughts and water shortages as rainfall scarcity associated with high
evaporation rates cannot provide any substantial recharge to ground water aquifers. The result of
this, is the absence of any perennial rivers and lakes in the southwestern and northwestern parts of
the region, unreliable ground water resources and dubious quality of these water resources5.
1Wirkus, Lars, “Water, Development and Cooperation Comparative Perspective: Euphrates Tigris and Southern
Africa,”(Paper presented at a workshop organized by the Bonn International Center for Conversion (BICC), Bonn,
Germany, 2005)
2 Ashton P.J. , Haasbroek B,“Water Demand Management and Social Adaptive Capacity: A southern African Case
Study,”Paper presented at the Division of Water, Environment and Forestry Technology, CSIR.
3Ashton P.J. , Haasbroek B, “Water Demand Management and Social Adaptive Capacity: A southern African Case
Study,”Paper presented at the Division of Water, Environment and Forestry Technology, CSIR.
4Wirkus, Lars, “Water, Development and Cooperation Comparative Perspective: Euphrates Tigris and Southern
Africa,”(Paper presented at a workshop organized by the Bonn International Center for Conversion (BICC), Bonn,
Germany, 2005).
5Wirkus, Lars,“Water, Development and Cooperation Comparative Perspective: Euphrates Tigris and Southern

3

At a regional level however, water resources seem abundant or at least sufficient: SADC's
renewable freshwater resources are estimated to be 650 billion m³ per year (excluding the
Democratic Republic of Congo) which is equivalent to approximately 15,000 litres per person per
day6. However, there are several factors which challenge the region's capacity to meet the increasing
water demands. The first factor, is the high rate of population growth. Southern Africa is in fact, one
of the fastest growing regions in the world. Its population amounts to 170 million and is increasing
at a rate of roughly three percent per year7. Among these, urban populations which make up 32
percent of the total, are growing approximately five percent each year. At this rate, this sector of the
population will double every fifteen years further straining the already overburdened water systems.
This leads us to the second factor which challenges the region's capacity to face increasing water
demands; the current state of the economic development of the region. Four of the most
economically developed SADC countries (The Republic of South Africa, Botswana, Namibia and
Zimbabwe) are also the most water stressed and previsions are, that several of these countries will
exceed the limits of their internally renewable and economically usableland based water resources
before the year 20258. These countries also devote the largest percentage of water use to the
industrial sector and among these, South Africa remains the largest industrial water consumer of the
region. At a regional level however, agriculture still takes up the largest water share using between
70 and 80 percent of the region's water resources. Therefore, a continued development of
agricultural water use is likely to be impacted by the rapid industrial and urban development several

Africa,”(Paper presented at a workshop organized by the Bonn International Center for Conversion (BICC), Bonn,
Germany, 2005).
6 Rothert, Steve and Macy Peter,“ The Potential of Water Conservation and Demand Management in Southern Africa:
An Untapped River,”( Paper Submitted to the World Commission on Dams 2006).
7 Rothert, Steve and Macy Peter, “ The Potential of Water Conservation and Demand Management in Southern Africa:
An Untapped River,”( Paper Submitted to the World Commission on Dams 2006).
8Rothert, Steve and Macy Peter,“ The Potential of Water Conservation and Demand Management in Southern Africa:
An Untapped River,”( Paper Submitted to the World Commission on Dams 2006).
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SADC countries are experiencing. In fact, water for mining and industrial processing is increasing
in demand in countries like Botswana, Angola, South Africa and Zambia.

Some authors such as Swatuk and K. Furlong however, insist that water scarcity in Southern
Africa and its uneven distribution throughout the region cannot be fully explained with reference to
geographic and climatic factors alone as it is rather a product of the region's historical background 9.
Swatuk, in fact, argues that water scarcity in southern Africa must be related to the legacies of
colonial rule. In fact colonial policies not only forced large sectors of indigenous population to move
onto marginal lands that are distant from water sources, but also introduced water intensive
agricultural practices better suited to Europe rather than Southern Africa and established a
segregated domestic water supply network that subsidized white households at the expense of the
excluded indigenous population. This heritage partly survives today. Indeed population distribution
is generally concentrated in areas which are distantly located from water supplies implying that
water has to be transported through pipelines. Clearly this further exacerbates the already marked
uneven distribution of water resources in the area as water is transported from an area which is
relatively water abundant to another which is water scarce giving thus rise to profound inequalities.
In fact, in 2000 the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry in South Africa, implemented cost
recovery policies that required consumers to pay the full costs of their water provision. This allowed
the state to cut off water supply to those who failed to pay. As a result and despite extensive
constitutional rights to access basic services, residents of lower income and povertystricken areas
face severely limited access to water. As late as 2000 therefore 75% of rural poor households did not
have access to a safe water supply and sanitation. These sort of policies are also well entrenched in
9

Furlong, Kathrine,“Hidden Theories, Troubled Waters: International relation, the 'territorial trap', and the
Southern African Development Community,”Political Geography 25 (2006):438458.
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Southern Africa's social system10. The classic example is Johannesurg as this is one of the few major
cities of the world that is not located on a river. Nonetheless it sustains a quarter of the total
population of South Africa and accounts to 10% of the economic activity of the entire African
continent11.

10Rothert, Steve and Macy Peter, “ The Potential of Water Conservation and Demand Management in Southern Africa:
An Untapped River,”( Paper Submitted to the World Commission on Dams 2006).
11 Anthony Turton, Craig Schultz, Hannes Bukle, Mapule Kgomongoe, Tinyiko Malungani, Mikael Drackner, “Gold,
Scorched Earth and Water: The Hydropolitics of Johannesburg,” Water Resources and Development 2 (2006):
313335.
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Image 1: Annual Rainfall Average for SADC Countries in mm. Source: FAONOAA
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International River Basins in the SADC
One of the unintended consequences of colonial legacy is the creation of a large number of
international rivers in the Southern African region. Colonial powers in fact, used these rivers to
demarcate international borders between countries. As a result, of the 63 international river basins
found in Africa, 22 are found in the Southern African region alone12 and the boundaries of the 12
SADC states lie on 15 major international river systems. This implies that each of these river
systems have to be shared between two or more states at a time. A complex system of linkages and
interdependencies between the states of the SADC region is thus established as none of these
nations can claim sovereign control over these water resources. For example, the four most
economically developed countries in Southern Africa the Republic of South Africa, Botswana,
Zimbabwe and Namibia share two major international river basins: the Orange and Limpopo along
with a number of other basins with coriparian states.
Clearly, the strategic importance of an international river basin to a riparian state depends
on a number of factors such as the degree of economic development that each basin supports or the
availability of alternative water resources that each riparian state has access to. For example, the
four most economically developed states in the region are also the most water stressed13. The
escalating water scarcity in these countries will therefore in the future represent a major constraint
to these countries' potential economic growth and development. The situation is even more alarming
in the presence of basins that are reaching the point of closure. A closed basin is one whose all
available water has been allocated to some productive activity and no 'surplus' water is available for
allocation to new water uses such as the Limpopo basin. This leads to another consideration:
12 Anthony, Turton, Marian J. Patrick, Frederic Julien, “Transboundary Water Resources in Southern Africa: Conflict
or Cooperation?” ,Development, vol. 49(3): pp 2231.
13Anthony Turton,and Peter Ashton, “Basin Closure and Issues of Scale: The Southern African Hydropolitical
Complex,”Water Resources Development 24 (2008): 305318.
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riparian states are not equal, as some are more dependant on a given river basin for their future
economic security than others14. Furthermore, some have more economic capacity than others or
different military capabilities. Even more significantly, some are more vulnerable than others due to
their geographic position, meaning whether they are located upstream or downstream of a river
system. Emblematic in this sense is the case of Mozambique, the furthermost downstream state in
relation to all the river systems. In such a situation of disparity and in absence of regional
coordination in the utilization of water resources, states could be induced to elevate the problem of
water management to the level of a national security issue. This process is known as 'securitization'
and if left unmanaged can lead to an increase in tension over shared water resources, elevating the
risk of conflict between riparian States15 as each one tries to secure as much of the resource for itself
as possible at the expense of its neighbours.

14Turton, Anthony, “A Critical Assessment of the Basins at Risk in the Southern African Hydropolitical
Complex,”(Paper presented at a workshop organized by the Third World Center for Water Management and Helsinki
University of Technology, Helsinki, Finland, 1719 August 2005).
15Anthony Turton,and Peter Ashton, “Basin Closure and Issues of Scale: The Southern African Hydropolitical
Complex,”Water Resources Development 24 (2008): 305318.
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MemberState

Number of Basins

Name of River Basin

Angola

5

Cunene, Cuvelai, Okavango,
Congo, Zambezi

Botswana

4

Limpopo, Okavango, Orange,
Zambezi

Lesotho

1

Orange

Malawi

2

Ruvuma, Zambezi

Mozambique

9

Buzi, Incomati, Limpopo, Ruvuma,
Save, Maputo, Pungue, Umbeluzi,
Zambezi

Namibia

5

Cunene, Cuvelai, Okavango,
Orange, Zambezi

South Africa

4

Incomati, Maputo, Orange

Swaziland

3

Incomati, Maputo, Umbeluzi

Tanzania

4

Nile, Ruvuma, Zambezi, Congo

Zambia

2

Zambezi, Congo

Zimbabwe

6

Buzi, Limpopo, Okavango, Pungue,
Save, Zambezi

Table 1: Shared river basins in the Southern African region. Source: SADCWSCU,“Development
and Management in SADC Countries (19992000)”,
http://www.sadcwscu.org.ls/programme/rsap/rsap , June 2009
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Image 3: Shared River Basins [Report for United Nations Environment
Programme. 2005]
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The Hydropolitical Security Complex
In the context of the 'environmentsecurity' debate, Barry Buzan, in his work People States and Fear
(1983) elaborated the security complex theory which focuses on the idea that international security
is a relational matter. According to Buzan therefore, a regional security complex is a :
“ Group of states whose primary security concerns link together sufficiently closely that their
national securities cannot realistically be considered apart from one another.”16
Following from this concept and the idea that international river basins have a different strategic
importance depending on the interests of the various riparian states involved, Ashton and Turton
(2005) have identified a Southern African Hydropolitical Security Complex. This concept as
detailed by Turton, suggests that
“riparian states are linked in a series of interstate arrangements at one or more levels other than
the river basin, where water issues have become drivers of international relations in their own
right.”17
This definition is coherent with Buzan's concept of 'security complex' as it affirms that international
rivers create permanent linkages between different states in the Southern African Region. On the
other hand however, the exact nature of this relationship is too complex to be understood simply in
terms of geography implying that if water scarcity is found at the level of the river basin, remedies
can be found at several different levels. This conceptual model therefore analyses the international
relations dynamics in a hydropolitical dimension.
The Southern African Hydropolitical Security Complex is based on the understanding that
16 B. Buzan, “People, States and Fear: An Agenda for International Security Studies in the postCold War Era”,
Harvester Wheatsheaf, New York, 1991.

17 Turton, Anthony and Ashton, Peter, “Basin Closure and Issues of Scale: The Southern African Hydropolitical
Complex,”International Journal of Water Resources Development 24 (June 2008) 305318.
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two core elements are always relevant in a hydropolitical analysis. Firstly, that all river basins are not
equal and secondly that all riparian states are not equal. Taking into account these two central
assumptions, the model operates a distinction between two different types of riparian states
(pivotal and impacted states) and two categories of international river basins (pivotal and impacted
basins)18:
1.Pivotal States: are riparian states with a high level of economic development that also highly
depend on shared river basins for strategic sources of water supply. These states include:
South Africa, Botswana, Namibia and Zimbabwe
2.Impacted States: riparian states that have a critical need to access water from international
river basins that are shared with a pivotal state, but appear to be unable to negotiate an
equitable allocation of water. Seven states fall into this category: Angola, Lesotho, Malawi,
Mozambique, Swaziland, Tanzania and Zambia
3.Pivotal Basins: are basins that face closure and which are also strategically important to any
one or all of the pivotal states due to the amount of economic activity they support. These
basins include: Orange and Limpopo
4.Impacted Basins: are those where at least on of the pivotal states is a coriparian, and where
there appears to be less freedom of choice for an impacted state to develop its water
resources in an equitable manner. Seven basins fall in this category: Cunene, Maputo,
Okavango, Pungué, SaveRunde and Zambezi
Following, is a brief overview of the international river basins at risk in the Southern African region
as identified by the Oregon School (Wolf 2003)

18Turton, Anthony, “A Critical Assessment of the Basins at Risk in the Southern African Hydropolitical
Complex,”(Paper presented at a workshop organized by the Third World Center for Water Management and Helsinki
University of Technology, Helsinki, Finland, 1719 August 2005).
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The Limpopo River Basin (pivotal basin)
The Limpopo river basin is shared by Botswana (a pivotal state and upstream riparian),
South Africa (pivotal state), Zimbabwe (pivotal state) and Mozambique (downstream riparian and
impacted state). The basin is strategically important to each country for different reasons. For
Botswana it supports the bulk of the human population that lives between the Kalahari Desert and a
narrow belt of land adjacent to the South African border. For South Africa it sustains a lot of mining
and agriculture activities and forms a substantial ecological resource in the Kruger National Park.
For Zimbabwe it is the only reliable source of water other than the Zambezi, which for geological
reasons cannot be developed for irrigated agriculture while in Mozambique, it is the only reliable
water source in a very arid portion of the country with a large population density. The Limpopo
river basin is closed and its water has been over allocated, therefore no future development of its
water resources is possible. This basin faces three major issues19: the necessity to reallocate water
from the agricultural to the industrial sector is a pressing and complex one, water quality
management is a growing concern and finally, equity issues are of major concern especially in
relation to Mozambique, which has been disadvantaged over time. Mozambique in a sense
represents a special case as is party to nine international river basins but is located downstream to
all international rivers that flow through its territory and therefore occupies a traditionally weak
position compared to its neighbours. In addition, racial equity in South Africa is an important issue
as historically disadvantaged farmers have the need for reallocation and government support.

The Okavango river Basin (An impacted Basin)
The Okavango river basin has three riparian states: Angola (impacted state), Botswana and
Namibia (both pivotal states). It flows from an area of high rainfall into the Kalahari Desert where
19Turton, Anthony,“A Critical Assessment of the Basins at Risk in the Southern African Hydropolitical
Complex,”(Paper presented at a workshop organized by the Third World Center for Water Management and Helsinki
University of Technology, Helsinki, Finland, 1719 August 2005).
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water is finally lost in evaporation in the Okavango Delta. Technically the Okavango is a sub basin
of the Makgadikgadi Basin. It is an endorheic system meaning that it does not flow into the sea. The
Okavango river basin is strategically important for a variety of reasons. In Angola, it represents a
potential hydropower and irrigation resource for the postconflict reconstruction of an area that was
destroyed by the Angolan civil war. For Namibia, it represents the second most important river basin
(after the Cunene) as a resource for strategic backup. In fact, due to the high evaporative losses in
Namibia, a strategic reserve such as the Okavango will enable Namibia to make a better use of its
existing resources especially serving as a backup in times of drought. For Botswana, it represents a
substantial resource for rural livelihood support.

The Orange River Basin ( pivotal basin)
The Orange River Basin is shared by four riparian states: Lesotho (upper stream riparian
and impacted state with a high economic reliance on South Africa), South Africa (pivotal state),
Namibia and Botswana (both pivotal states). South Africa has a high economic dependence on the
Orange river with a staggering 100% of its Guateng Province Gross Geographic Product (GGP)
depending on the interbasin transfers involving the Orange river. Namibia is a downstream riparian
with a high reliance on the Orange river for the economic activities in the southern part of the
country. Botswana is an interesting case as it contributes to no stream flow and uses none of the
surface water in the basin but is riparian due to the ephemeral Nossob and Molopo Rivers, both of
which form the border with South Africa and neither of which has ever contributed to no stream
flow to the Orange river. Nonetheless Botswana has made use of all its legal rights to engage in all
activities of a “normal” riparian state and by so doing it opened the door to future water supply from
the Lesotho Highlands Water Project. Six central issues relate to the Orange river Basin: the high
reliance on this resource of Namibia and South Africa, the complexity of water allocation away
15

from the agricultural sector to industry and services sector, deteriorating water quality issues
specifically associated with managing a closed river basin where base flow in years of drought is
adversely affected by effluent return flows and specific pollution arising from acid mine drainage.
The fourth issue relates to good neighbourliness, the fifth to interbasin transfers which is a central
feature of the Orange basin and finally, the Orange river forms a border between Namibia and South
Africa and this border is disputed.

The Incomati River Basin (Pivotal basin)
The Incomati River Basin has three riparian states. South Africa (an upstream and pivotal
state), Mozambique (a downstream riparian and impacted state) and Swaziland (impacted state).
The basin is strategically important for South Africa because the energy base of the country consists
of coalfired electricity. Thus the Incomati Basin is important as it represents a significant source of
the water needed to convert coal into electricity. For this reason there are a number of transfers out
of the basin. The basin is important to Swaziland because hydropower is generated on the Maguga
Dam and on the Komati and irrigated agriculture forms the foundation of the local economy, while
the Mozambique portion of the basin lies in a semiarid area that supports the population around the
capital city of Maputo.

Cunene River Basin (Impacted Basin)
The Cunene River Basin has two riparian states: Angola (an impacted state) upstream, and
Namibia (a pivotal state) as the downstream riparian. The river forms a significant portion of the
border between these two countries. Three issues in particular are associated to this river basin.
Firstly it is one of the few that has actually seen military action, with attacks to its hydraulic
infrastructure, secondly the basin is strategically important for the downstream country due to its
hydropower potential and because it supports the people in central and southern Angola as well as
16

a large portion of the Namibian population. Finally the Cunene is strategically important as it is the
major donor of the adjacent Cuvelai basin which is an ephemeral river system that supports a major
part of the Namibian population.

The Zambezi River Basin (impacted basin)
The Zambezi river Basin is the most complex of all the basins at risk. It is shared by eight
riparian states: Zimbabwe, Botswana, Namibia (pivotal states), Angola, Zambia, Malawi, Tanzania
and Mozambique (impacted states). All three of the most developed states sharing the Zambezi river
(Zimbabwe, Botswana and Namibia) have a pressing need to secure water from the Zambezi in
future but there are a number of complications in each case. Zimbabwe has major water needs but
the Zambezi valley is so steep and high that the cost of pumping water out of the river makes it
prohibitive. For this reason, the construction of the Batoka Gorge Dam was discussed as this would
enable Zimbabwe to use this water resource. Zambia however does not want to adhere to this plan.
Namibia on the other hand, has a pressing need to secure water supply in the Windhoek area. For
this reason, the Namibian government has announced its intention to build a pipeline from the
Okavango River which has been opposed on environmental grounds. This is causing Namibia to
look to the Zambezi for solutions. The one remedy is to build an interbasin transfer from the
Zambezi into the upper reaches of the Okavango, thereby creating a surplus for Namibia to use
downstream. Botswana has a similar problem. In fact the Botswana energy base is derived from
coal but there is not sufficient water to generate sufficient steam. It cannot use the Okavango as
interventions of such nature were blocked by

environmentalist groups. This leaves only the

Zambezi open as an option. However there are a series of problems associated with the use of this
river. Both Namibia and Botswana have a very small area of the river that can be used for dam
construction due to the geological configuration of these territories. The only viable option would
17

therefore be to develop a cooperative basis for the use of the Zambezi River and then develop a
communal pipeline that serves the interests of the various stakeholders.
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Instruments of Cooperation

The Helsinki Rules and the UN Convention
Modern international water law is the result of an evolutionary process of the legal doctrine related
to the agricultural and navigational uses of freshwater resources. Already before the industrial
revolution legal doctrine affirmed that continued flow of transboundary waters should be ensured
and that harm to neighbouring states should be prevented according to the principle stating:
“ use your property in such a way that does not injure another” 20
With the advent of industrialization however, increased water demands in a sense mitigated the
application of this principle. In the early years of industrialization, international water law was
manifest mainly in the form of bilateral treaties. Bordering states would therefore normally reach an
agreement among themselves on the use of an international river. International water law was
however also employed in a number of federal and international cases regarding these same issues.
Nonetheless, over time, a large variety of cases and issues resulted in relative incongruity among the
laws of transboundary waters. It was thus in the attempt to order and bring uniformity to
international water law that the International Law Association (ILA) developed the Helsinki Rules
in 1966. These were supposed to be:
“A comprehensive code for the use of transboundary drainage basins, the rules included provisions
on both the navigational and non navigational uses of transboundary waters.”21
20 Gabriel E. Eckstein, “Development of International Water Law and the UN Watercourse Convention,” in
21

Hydropolitics in the Developing World: A Southern African Perspective, ed.Turton, Anthony and Henwoods,
Rolands , (Pretoria: African Water Issues Research Unit (AWAIRU) , 2002), 4350
Gabriel E. Eckstein, “Development of International Water Law and the UN Watercourse Convention,” in
Hydropolitics in the Developing World: A Southern African Perspective, ed.Turton, Anthony and Henwoods,
Rolands , (Pretoria: African Water Issues Research Unit (AWAIRU) , 2002), 4350
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The Helsinki Rules are however best known for their nonnavigational uses guidelines that are often
considered as a predecessor to the UN Convention of Law of the NonNavigational Uses of
International Watercourses. In particular due to their well known principle that states:
“Each basin State is entitled, within its territory, to a reasonable and equitable share in the
beneficial uses of the waters of an international drainage basin.” 22
Nevertheless, the Helsinki Rules received little recognition as official codifications of
international water law. Indeed while the objective of the ILA is the interpretation and codification
of international law, the organization operates as a private NGO and thus enjoys no official status in
the development of international law. Its work has been mainly regarded as being of aspirational
nature.
Due to this lack of definitiveness, the General Assembly of the United Nations in 1970,
appointed the International Law Commission (ILC), to draft a set of articles to govern the non
navigational uses of transboundary waters. As highlighted by the preamble, the UN Convention was
supposed to be a 'framework agreement' which was flexible and open to a degree of interpretation,
designed to accommodate and facilitate bilateral agreements23. The UN convention on the Law of
NonNavigational Uses of International Rivers after 25 years of work was finally adopted the 21 st of
May 1997.

SADC Protocol on Shared watercourse Systems
For what concerns the Southern African region, the most important application of the principles of
22 “The Helsinki Rules on the Uses of the Waters of International Rivers” Adopted by the International Law
Association in August 1966, http:// webworld.unesco.org/water/wwap/pccp/cd/.../helsinkirules.pdf
23Gabriel E. Eckstein, “Development of International Water Law and the UN Watercourse Convention,” in
Hydropolitics in the Developing World: A Southern African Perspective, ed.Turton, Anthony and Henwoods, Rolands ,
(Pretoria: African Water Issues Research Unit (AWAIRU) , 2002), 4350.
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the UN Convention on the Law of Non Navigational Uses of International Rivers, is the adoption,
by SADC member states of the Protocol on Shared Watercourse Systems. Its history goes back to
1993 when SADC states were trying to implement the Zambezi River Basin System Action Plan
(ZACPLAN) which aimed at establishing a basinwide legal and institutional framework to facilitate
the environmentally sound management of the Zambezi waters24. During the negotiation process,
SADC states came to realize that it was possible to create, instead of a single legal instrument of
basin management, a regional legal framework on which all legal basin instruments would be based.
This led member states to begin negotiations in 1993 for the establishment of the Protocol on
Shared Watercourse Systems. This was to become the first sectoral protocol developed by the
community. The protocol on Shared Watercourse Systems covers all uses of water including
agricultural, domestic, industrial and navigational. It follows principles laid out by international
rules and conventions and aims at maintaining a balance between development needs in the
national interest of member states, the needs of conservation as well as the needs for sustainable
development and aims to achieve a close cooperation between member states. The protocol was
adopted by 11 of the 12 basinsharing states in 1996 and subsequently entered in operation in 1998.
Revised in 2000, the modified protocol explicitly included the necessity to evalute the
environmental impact on the use of water resources and added a new definition of 'environment
use'. In addition it further emphasised downstream and upstream rights, roles and responsibilities
especially in emergency situations which have also been defined as a new concept25.
The SADC Treaty

24 Phera, Ramoeli, “The SADC Protocol on Shared Watercourses: History and current status,” in Hydropolitics in the
Developing World: A Southern African Perspective, eds. Turton, Anthony and Henwoods, Rolands (Pretoria: African
Water Issues Research Unit (AWAIRU) , 2002), 5558
25Wirkus, Lars, “Water, Development and Cooperation Comparative Perspective: Euphrates Tigris and Southern
Africa,”(Paper presented at a workshop organized by the Bonn International Center for Conversion (BICC), Bonn,
Germany, 2005)
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The SADCC (Southern African Development Coordination Conference), the precursor of today's
Southern African Development Community, was the first attempt made by the Southern African
states, to overcome a purely domestic approach to policy making. The SADCC was formed during a
summit held in Lusaka, Zambia on 1 April 1980. The heads of state of the participating Southern
African countries adopted the Lusaka Declaration thus committing themselves to pursue policies
aimed at economic liberation, and an integrated development of the economies of the region. The
SADCC was formed with the exclusion of South Africa to counteract its apartheid regime and
regional power. It was thus only with the fall of the apartheid regime that South Africa was invited
to join the SADCC. This was the first step towards other institutional developments which would
later transform the SADCC from a simple coordination conference to a development community
The SADC treaty was in fact signed on the 17th of August 1992 in Windhoek, Namibia establishing a
Southern African Development Community of 14 member states. One of the primary objectives of
this development community is the:
“attainment of an integrated regional economy on the basis of balance, equity and mutual
benefit of all states.” 26
Within this goal, the main objectives are identified as poverty alleviation, food security and
industrial development. Clearly, none of these can be achieved unless water resources are readily
available.

National Water Law
It is generally accepted within the SADC that national water policies, water legislation and water
regulations of different member states should be harmonized in order to achieve that coordination
between member states necessary for the joint management of transboundary water resources. In
26 Wirkus, Lars, “Water, Development and Cooperation Comparative Perspective: EuphratesTigris and Southern
Africa” (Paper presented at a workshop organized by Bonn International Center for Conversion, Bonn, Germany
2005).
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fact, in 1998 South Africa adopted the National Water Act which explicitly refers to South Africa's
“international obligations as far as the use, development, conservation, management and
control of the water resources of international watercourses is concerned.” (article 2).27
This new water legislation implies that South Africa will consider the needs of a downstream
riparian. A similar situation exists in Zimbabwe whose national water act underwent a
comprehensive revision in 1998 in order to promote an integrated water resource management
approach, the sustainable use of water resources and stakeholders participation. Several other SADC
member states undertook similar revisions of their National Water Acts such as Swaziland, Namibia
and Lesotho.

Conclusion
The picture that emerges from these considerations is that of a region in which water is a relatively
scarce resource. This is due not only to the arid climatic conditions characterized by erratic
precipitation patterns and high evaporation rates but this scarcity appears to be also 'socially'
induced. Indeed not only have colonial powers forced large sectors of the population to move onto
marginal lands but have also established a segregated water supply system. This heritage partly
survives today. In fact, many urban centers in the Southern African region are distantly located from
sources of water making the transport of water through pipelines or interbasin transfers an
obligatory choice. To make matters even more complicated is another unintended consequence of
colonial rule. Indeed colonial powers mainly used rivers to demarcate international borders between
countries. This means that all of the rivers of the SADC region are international rivers and have to
be shared between two or more countries at a time. Clearly this situation offers plenty of reasons to
spark a considerable degree of competition between states in their attempt to secure the amount of
27 Wirkus, Lars, “Water, Development and Cooperation Comparative Perspective: EuphratesTigris and Southern
Africa” (Paper presented at a workshop organized by Bonn International Center for Conversion, Bonn, Germany
2005).
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water necessary to satisfy their needs. Looming water scarcity and increasing industrial
development may intensify this competition between states if water use is not coordinated at a
regional level. The water problem may be elevated by single states to the level of a national security
issue increasing the risk of conflict.
Nonetheless, SADC states appear to be fully aware of the situation and possible consequence
and have thus embarked in a series of efforts aiming at promoting regional cooperation in the water
sector. The culminating point of these efforts has be the signature of the Protocol on Shared
Watercourse Systems. One could thus almost conclude that this situation of resource scarcity rather
than triggering conflict between states has been a strong motivator to regional cooperation between
SADC states. A practice that, at least for what concerns this region, almost seems in contrast with
those thesis that affirm that the next wars will be water wars.
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Hydrohegemony or Balance of Powers?
Historical Context
Unquestionably, regional dynamics in Southern Africa have been shaped by the unrivalled
domination of a single state: South Africa. This unbalanced distribution of regional power has
represented a distinctive feature of the region's historical background and has determined many of
the inequalities which still persist today. Power, however, is a multifaceted concept that can manifest
itself under different dimensions. It is important to understand this in order to analyse the evolution
of the region's international relations and South Africa's hegemony initially characterized by a crude
manifestation of force and subsequently moving towards more subtle mechanisms of control.
One of the most characterizing and contradictory aspects of Southern African regionalism
during apartheid was the exceptional degree of economic integration in a context of political
division and hostility. Indeed the apartheid era saw the emergence of a new form of capitalism
which developed a high degree of structural integration between the economies of the region or
rather, created a strong regional dependence on South Africa as this was the most important centre
of capital accumulation. As a result, the other states of the region were marginalised and forced to
function as service economies28. From a political perspective however, the Apartheid years were also
those which saw the progressive diplomatic isolation of South Africa and the Republic entrenched
behind a “garrison state mentality” (or a fortressstate mentality of stubborn intransigence) that
determined the progressive militarization of South Africa's foreign policy29. Insecurity, due to
increasing isolation, coupled with a deterioration of threat perception (also caused by the guerilla
war launched by Namibia in 1966), brought to the publication of White Paper on Defence in 1974
28 Richard, Gibb, “Southern Africa in Transition: prospects and problems facing regional integration,”The Journal of
Modern African Studies, 36 (1998): 287306
29Anthony, Turton,”Hydro Hegemony in the Context of the Orange River Basin,”(Workshop on Hydro Hegemony
hosted by King's College and School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), London, 2021 May 2005).
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which for the first time introduced the concept of “Total Strategy”, successively reenforced in 1977
when the region was caught up in a spiral of independentist fervor. This total strategy was defined as
being: “the comprehensive plan to use all the means available to a state according to an integrated
pattern in order to achieve the national aims within the framework of specific policies”30.
In fact, at the time, the Portuguese coup d'état, had had profound repercussions on the
Southern African region where the independentist movements and the liberation struggle
immediately started getting the upper hand. Overnight, the Angolan War of Liberation turned into a
civil war which raged until 2002. The Mozambican Civil war exploded immediately after, while the
Rhodesian Bush war was already ongoing. The Republic's foreign policy, that up till then had aimed
at enforcing white supremacy seemed to be at risk. Therefore, two approaches began emerging in
South Africa's policy towards security issues: the use of military power to counteract any form of
threat, supported by destabilization through economic means.
It was in this context and against this background that the Total Onslaught mentality took
root in South Africa. Or in other words, the conviction that any means could be used to defend the
state's sovereignty and the country's self interest. Indeed during the 1980's South Africa engaged in
a series of destabilization operations throughout the region involving both military action and
economic pressure. The formation of the Southern African Development Coordination Conference
(SADCC) in 1980 represented an explicit attempt made by the region's states to counteract South
Africa's destabilization and to reduce their dependency on the Republic's economy. It is estimated
that this campaign of aggression caused the region approximately 1.5 million deaths and amounted
to a cost of $6246 million.31 It was only in 1990 with the assumption of power by F.W de Klerk that

30Anthony, Turton,”Hydro Hegemony in the Context of the Orange River Basin,”(Workshop on Hydro Hegemony
hosted by King's College and School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), London, 2021 May 2005).
31 Richard, Gibb,“Southern Africa in Transition: Prospects and Problems Facing Regional Integration,” The Journal of
Modern African Studies, Vol 36 No 2, (June 1998) 287306
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the total onslaught mentality was formally put to an end. De Klerk made a speech on the necessity
of a united South Africa as the only means to overcome “divisions of violently conflicting
nationalisms”32 The De Klerk government and subsequent release of Nelson Mandela from prison,
as a demonstration of South Africa's intention “normalization”, marked the increased awareness that
the exhibition of raw power could no longer secure South Africa's interests and that control could be
excercized more effectively in a context of peaceful coexistence.
In this changing political climate, SADCC's raison d'etre began to loose relevance. A
decision was therefore taken to transform SADCC into SADC (Southern African development
Community). Finally, with the democratic elections of 1994, the dissolution of the apartheid region
and the end of South Africa's isolation and destabilization politics, South Africa was accepted in
SADC. This new political atmosphere inaugurated a series of diplomatic attempts to promote or
reconstruct a climate of cooperation in the region. One of the most important of these was the
signature of the SADC Protocol on Shared Watercourses in 1995, later reformed in 1997 in order to
incorporate the principles contained in the United Nations Convention on Non navigational uses of
international Watercourses. This protocol is the first instrument for the water management and
represents a definite 'move forward' from the region's traditional water management policies.
Indeed, it explicitly states the necessity of regional cooperation and to negotiate an equitable
allocation of water resources between riparian states. In a way, this protocol therefore, marked the
beginning of the region's efforts to achieve a more sustainable development of natural resources.

SADC Protocol on Shared Watercourses: A new mentality?
With the collapse of the Apartheid regime and the first democratic elections in South Africa, a
diffused optimism prevailed throughout the region. Indeed, the 1994 elections were somewhat
32 Anthony, Turton,” Hydro Hegemony in the Context of the Orange River Basin,”(Workshop on Hydro Hegemony
hosted by King's College and School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), London, 2021 May 2005
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symptomatic of a more generalized democratization process which was affecting the entire
continent. It was also symptomatic of the fact that South Africa would finally join the African
community. Thabo Mbeki (Nelson Mandela's chosen successor) effectively synthesised the
country's new commitment towards the region when, during a speech pronounced the 8th May 1996,
he exclaimed “I am an African”33. The notion of 'African Renaissance34' began thus emerging as a
characterizing aspect of the region's foreign policy from 1996 onwards.
During these years, the SADC protocol on Shared Watercourses was signed which
represented a first attempt to resolve water management issues on a cooperative basis. Overcoming
ingrained historical divisions and reciprocal suspicions, SADC states for the first time accepted, at
least in principle, to subordinate national water strategies to a common water management system.
Simultaneously, several SADC states adopted a series of national water reforms in order to address
the inequalities inherited from the apartheid regime. This is the case for example of South Africa
and Zimbabwe. In the case of Zimbabwe, the cornerstone of the Rhodesian Water Act of 1976 was
the private ownership of water. In other terms water rights were considered ownership rights and
were issued by the Administrative Court on date priority, meaning on the principle of the “first
come, first served”35. Throughout the years, this principle remained untouched due to the strength of
the lobby of (mainly white) largescale, estate farmers and fear of loss of investment. Moreover,
until at least 1996, some 60% of the total storage capacity of dams was in the hands of private estate
farmers, of the remaining 40% (controlled by the government) most of the available storage was
committed in longterm contracts to private farmers as well as to large sugar cane estates 36. This
33 Peter,Vale and Sipho, Maseko,“South Africa and the African Renaissance,” International Affairs Vol 74, No 2(April
1998) 271287
34 Peter ,Vale and Sipho, Maseko, “South Africa and the African Renaissance,” International Affairs Vol74, No 2(April
1998) 271287
35 Frank, Jaspers, “The New Water Legislation of Zimbabwe and South Africa: Comparison of Legal and Institutional
Reform,” Politics, Law and Economics 1 ( February 2001) 305325
36 Frank, Jaspers, “The New Water Legislation of Zimbabwe and South Africa: Comparison of Legal and Institutional
Reform,” Politics, Law and Economics 1 ( February 2001) 305325
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meant that during periods of prolonged droughts, the government could not supply sufficient
amounts drinking water to the entire population. Therefore, in the new legislation the concept of
private ownership of water was removed. Similar problems were faced by South Africa.
Government dams for example, were mainly concentrated in areas of urbanisation and commercial
estate farming, meaning that the rural population was forced to turn to groundwater which is case
scarce, difficult to reach and of dubious quality. With the new water act, basic water uses are no
longer subjected to a licence or authorisation system. This process of dismantlement of the system
inherited from the colonial past, clearly imposed itself as a general tendency throughout the region .
Indeed the notion of “equity” seemed to be the central motivation behind the political activities of
the time.
Nonetheless, upon a closer analysis of the SADC protocol of Shared Watercourses several
considerations emerge. Starting from Article 4 of the Protocol, which states among other things,
that river basin management institutions shall have as their main objective:
“To promote the equitable utilisation of shared watercourse systems”37
This statement appears to be extremely vague. As is the case, the protocol contains no accepted
measure of what may guarantee an “equitable share of water”. Yet, the principle of equality is an
extremely controversial one and could have a very different significance to a downstream or
upstream riparian. In this context, an interesting case is that of the Incomati negotiations. Not only
has this river basin been object to a number of agreements concerning an equitable utilisation of its
water resources, but these objectives have often not been respected. During a meeting of the TPTC38
held in Piggs Peak in Swaziland in 1991, Mozambique approved the construction of the Dreikoppies
37 Protocol on Shared Watercourse Systems in the Southern African Development Community (SADC) region
38 The Tripartite Permanent Technical Committee was established in 1983, consisting of the representatives of the three
governments involved (South Africa, Mozambique, Swaziland), is convened at an ad hoc basis and its functions are
mainly of advisory nature . Carmo Vaz, Alvaro and Van der Zaag Pieter, Sharing the Incomati Waters:
Cooperation and Competition in Balance, UNESCO PCCP Publications 20012003
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and Maguga Dams wanted by South Africa and Swaziland and in return South Africa guaranteed
Mozambique a base flow of no less than 2 m³/s at Ressano Garcia. At the first drought emergency
in 1992, this condition would not be met by South Africa demonstrating how, in conditions of
extreme water scarcity, nationalinterest mentality would prevail over regional cooperation. Once
again, during a seminar on Shared watercourses held in March 2009 in Maputo, the National
Directorate of Water, Juliao Alferes, warned that the flow of water into Mozambique is being
threatened by increased consumption upstream39 and that this problem is particularly acute in
Southern Mozambique, notably in the basin of the Incomati River.
This brings us to the second aspect of the Protocol on Shared Watercourses worthy of
consideration. The Protocol aims at promoting cooperation between riparian states through the
establishment of river basin organisations (RBO's) that are supposed to gradually substitute the
already existing river basin commissions and that are supposed to gradually obtain real decision
making power in the management of the river basin. Yet important and competing national interests
concerning international river basins have rendered riparian states reluctant to devolve part of their
sovereign competence to these transboundary organizations. As a result, these end up performing
mere advisory functions with no real power to condition decisionmaking processes. An example is
the OrangeSenqu River basin Commission (ORACOM) established in the year 2000. This was one
of the first river basin institutions to be established on the Orange river basin. According to a report
prepared for the European Commission, the Orange river basin commission is an:
“international organisation with international and legal personality empowered to serve as
the technical advisor of the parties on matters relating to the development, utilisation and
conservation of the water resources of the Orange River Watercourse System”40
39 All Africa.com, “Mozambique: Flow of Water into Country Under Threat”, 31 March 2009,
http://allafrica.com/stories/200903310714.htm
40 NeWater,“Transboundary River Basin Management Regime: The Orange River Case Study”Report prepared for the
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As a consequence, there is no substantial difference between these river basin organisations and the
already existing river basin commissions (organisms of purely advisory nature).
Finally, for what concerns the dispute settlement mechanisms, the Protocol on Shared
Watercourses simply 'obliges' member states to resolve disputes amicably. Where an amicable
settlement is not possible, disputes shall be referred to the SADC Tribunal. Therefore the Protocol
seems to be characterized by the complete absence of any form of dispute settlement mechanism. If
these emerge, it simply remits itself to the 'good will' of the contenders for the resolution of the
controversy. This seems to suggest that the Protocol on Shared Watercourses has not, in fact been
able to provide a binding legal framework capable of effectively intervening to guarantee the respect
of its principles.
Overall therefore, the protocol touches upon many important issues (such as the principle of
equitable water share, and the dispute settlement mechanisms) with a certain degree of ambiguity or
superficiality which ultimately leaves riparian states the possibility of an ample margin of
interpretation and thus of liberty of action. It would not therefore be surprising if these 'instruments
of cooperation' (such as the SADC Protocol on Shared Watercourses) have not in fact been
successful at eroding the unbalanced and well established power distribution that has characterized
the Southern African region since the Apartheid. However, they may indeed have been successful at
rendering this power more subtle and less explicit than it had been during the 1970s.

Hydropolitical dynamics of the Incomati and Orange River Basins
Following these considerations on the SADC Protocol on Shared Watercourses, it is possible to
assess if this has been successful in reorientating the management practices of international river
basins in the Southern African region towards a more equitable and sustainable utilization of water

European Commission (2005).
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resources. Two cases will be analyzed in particular, the Incomati and the Orange River Basins as in
the past these have been strongly contended between riparian states. Both the Incomati and the
Orange river basins are “pivotal basins soon reaching point of closure”41 meaning with this that all
their water resources have already been allocated to some productive activity and no 'surplus' water
is available for allocation to new water uses.42 These water resources are therefore subject to strong
and competing interests between the involved riparian states. One just has to consider that the
economic development of the Gauteng area in South Africa depends almost entirely on the inter
basin transfers coming from the Orange River. In evaluating the determinants of water allocation
between basins states two factors in particular will be considered: the geographical position of each
riparian, meaning the relationship that exists between upstream and downstream riparians and the
economic power of each basin state.

The Orange River Basin
The Orange River Basin presents a number of characteristics which renders its situation unique.
Three of the driest SADC countries are in fact, riparian states to each other (South Africa, Namibia
and Botswana) through the Orange River. Moreover, these three riparian states are also
characterized by a high degree of economic development, with South Africa being the most
developed economy of the entire Southern African region. As a consequence, these three riparians
are heavily reliant on the Orange river's water resources. Namibia for example depends on the
Orange river for economic activity in the southern part of the country. However, the Orange river,
along with the Limpopo, also appears to be the largest and most important river basin for South
Africa and even more significant is the fact that all of South Africa's water resources will be fully
41 Anthony Turton and Peter Ashton,“Basin Closure and Issues of Scale: The Southern African Hydropolitical
Complex,”Water Resources Development Vol 24, No.2 (June 2008) 305318.
42 Anthony Turton and Peter Ashton,“Basin Closure and Issues of Scale: The Southern African Hydropolitical
Complex,”Water Resources Development Vol 24, No.2 (June 2008) 305318
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allocated by 2020.
The Orange river is therefore the object of clashing national interests and this, coupled with
the fact that its water resources are nearly fully allocated, could jeopardize riparian states' capacity
of achieving an equitable utilization of water resources. One of the most obvious manifestations of
this national interest, is what Anthony Turton has defined as South Africa's 'Hydraulic Mission This
has two characterizing aspects: The development of major irrigation infrastructure and the
development of a series of complex interbasin transfers mainly for thermal power generation. These
interbasin transfer schemes can be ascribed to South Africa's strategic plan for securing its energy
needs and has resulted in the linkage of almost all of the river basins in south Africa with one
another. From this 'securitization'43 process, South Africa's economy has become heavily reliant on
interbasin transfers (IBT), giving rise to a long and well established history of IBT practice in the
country. This situation is then further exacerbated by the National Water Act that considers water as
a national asset that can be moved around in the country as needed and in the national (public's)
interest44. However, IBT practice contrasts with the principle of equitable use of water resources in
international river basins. Indeed, as stated in Article 1 of the SADC Protocol on Shared
Watercourses:
“The utilisation of shared watercourse systems within the SADC region shall be open to
each riparian or basin State, in respect of the watercourse systems within its territory and
without prejudice to its sovereign rights, in accordance with the principles contained in this
Protocol.”45
43 A securitization process describes a situation whereby escalating water scarcity will progressively impose stricter
limitations to the economic growth potential of some countries which could potentially elevate water resource
management to the level of national security issue. If left unmanaged, this securitization process may lead to an increase
in conflict potential. Anthony ,Turton, and Peter ,Ashton, “Basin Closure and Issues of Scale: The Southern African
Hydropolitical Complex,”Water Resources Development Vol 24, No.2 (June 2008) 305318
44 Anthony, Turton, “ An Overview of the Hydropolitical Dynamics of the Orange River Basin,” in International
Waters in Southern Africa, ed. Mikiyasu Nakayama, 136163 (Tokyo: United Nations University Press, 2003)
45 SADC Protocol on Shared Watercourse Systems in the Southern African Community (SADC) Region
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According to the protocol therefore, the basin is to be considered as a coherent whole, with the
water belonging to all of its riparian states. This objective clearly cannot be achieved if part of this
water is transferred from one basin to another so as to serve the exclusive interests of one basin
state. In the case of the Orange River Basin, for example, South Africa has the capacity to export
2120 MCM/year from the basin but can import only 925MCM46/year leaving a deficit of 1,195
MCM/year47. At the moment, the greatest inter basin transfer scheme which concerns the Orange
river basin, is the Lesotho Highlands Water project, currently under construction. This is a four
phased project which will ultimately be able to generate hydroelectric power and transfer water to
South Africa. Clearly, until SADC states continue relying on inter basin transfer schemes for their
economic development, the condition of an equitable utilization of water resources' will not be met.
Another interesting aspect that characterizes the Orange River basin, is the specific role
played by Botswana. In the case of the Orange River, Botswana is a legal riparian but contributes to
no streamflow and uses none of the surface water of the basin. It is a riparian state however due to
the ephemeral Nossob and Molopo Rivers. Thanks to this unusual condition, this basin state
occupies a particularly advantageous position in the diplomatic negotiations with other riparians.
Indeed Botswana could use its legal rights of 'riparian state' to form coalitions with other riparian
states in order to achieve concessions in other areas which are of strategic importance to Botswana.
For example, Namibia and Botswana could cooperate in ORACOM, in return for a concession on
the Okavango River Basin. Or Botswana could support South Africa in ORACOM and gain a
concession on the Limpopo. In a certain sense therefore, Botswana acts as a sort of 'balancer'
between the competing interests of riparian states.

46 1 MCM = 1 Million Cubic meters from: Nakayama, Mikiyasu (ed), International Waters in Southern Africa. Tokyo:
The United Nations University Press, 2003
47 Anthony, Turton, “ An Overview of the Hydropolitical Dynamics of the Orange River Basin,” in International
Waters in Southern Africa, ed. Mikiyasu Nakayama, 136163 (Tokyo: United Nations University Press, 2003).
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Clearly, this situation is unique only to the Orange river basin. On the one hand therefore, the
basin is subject to a series of complex interbasin transfer schemes which prevent a truly equitable
utilisation of its water resources. On the other hand, the 'balancer role' played by Botswana, may in
effect prevent excesses in the utilisation of these resources and induce a certain degree of
cooperation between basin states.
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Image 5: Orange River Basin. Source: http://www.dwaf.gov.za/orange/images/rm017m6,
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Incomati River Basin
The Incomati river basin is shared by South Africa, Mozambique and Lesotho. Considering
Lesotho's interests are normally coherent with those expressed by South Africa, the situation in the
Incomati River Basin appears to be contended between South Africa and Mozambique. However,
considering South Africa is the most developed economy of the region (indeed in 2005 South
Africa contributed to 71.95% of the total SADC GDP)48 while Mozambique is one of the poorest
countries of the world and in addition, is a downstream riparian, the situation in the Incomati area
seems to be completely unbalanced in favour of South Africa. One of the most evident
manifestations of South Africa's control over the Incomati, is represented by its economic
hegemony. Indeed the signing of a peace accord in 1992 in Mozambique effectively put an end to
the civil war that had ravaged the country for 10 years and simultaneously saw Mozambique's
passage from a Socialist to a multi party democracy. South Africa's sugar business immediately took
advantage of Mozambique's liberal policies, a situation which resulted in the three sugar companies
that dominate South African market all having interests in the Incomati water resources. The two
largest ones in the Mozambican part of the basin.
Under a diplomatic perspective, the Incomati River Basin has been object to intense political
confrontation over the years. The basin is in fact strategically very important to all its riparian states.
Development of the basin's resources is indeed very high, as is its

water use. The strategic

significance of the basin has led to tensions over the years which however, never escalated. It is thus
celebrated as one of those cases in which cooperation prevailed. Certainly, the content of the
agreements signed on the Incomati seem to confirm this thesis. However, a closer analysis on the
political processes which brought to these agreements, portray a situation whereby not all the
48 Energy Information Administration, “ Southern African Development Community” (July 2005)
http:// www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/cabs/sadc.html#Table1
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riparian states involved had the same negotiation power.
The seventh TPTC49 (1989) meeting was emblematic in this sense as the conflicting interests
that divided the riparian states involved became immediately manifest. This meeting was probably
the result of joint pressures from South Africa and Swaziland due to their urgent wish to proceed
with the building of two new dams (the Dreikoppies and Maguga dams) in the Komati in
accordance to the the Joint Komati basin plan at which they had unilaterally been working at since
1985. During the TPTC meeting, Mozambique acknowledged South Africa's and Swaziland's
intention to begin implementing the First Phase of the Komati Basin Development Plan (dated
February 1987), but stated that these plans did not take into account its needs. On the other hand
South Africa announced it intended to construct Dreikoppies Dam as soon as possible and
Swaziland stated its intention to construct the Maguga Dam by the end of 1989. Mozambique
therefore retorted that its country was suffering from severe water shortages and further accused
South Africa and Swaziland of transferring Komati water out of the basin. Mozambique also
denied ever having agreed to the construction of the two dams. During the eight TPTC meeting
South Africa stated that it could not wait any longer for the construction of these two dams
maintaining the these dams would not substantially reduce water availability for Mozambique.
Mozambique at this point formally requested the World Bank to provide technical advice. This
brought to the ninth TPTC meeting held in Pigg's Peak in Swaziland in 1991. Little is known of the
discussions that took place during this meeting yet, the ministers agreed to approve the first phase of
the Komati Basin Development Plan (that is, the construction of the Dreikoppies and Maguga
dams). In return Mozambique obtained the assurance of a base flow of no less than 2 m³/s at

49 The Tripartite Permanent Technical Committee was established in 1983, consisting of the representatives of the three
governments involved (South Africa, Mozambique, Swaziland), is convened at an ad hoc basis and its functions are
mainly of advisory nature. Carmo Vaz, Alvaro and Van der Zaag Pieter. Sharing the Incomati Waters: Cooperation
and Competition in Balance. UNESCO PCCP Publications 20012003
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Ressano Garcia. A condition which however, would not be respected at the first drought emergency
in 1992. This resulted in the Incomati drying up again resulting in South Africa violating the agreed
flow in Mozambique. Nonetheless, in this same occasion, South Africa did not prevent its sugar
cane farmers from building a weir50 immediately upstream of the border further affecting the river
flow downstream. The Piggs Peak meeting is already very demonstrative of the weight that
Mozambique's claims had in conditioning the decisions taken by the two stronger riparians (South
Africa and Swaziland).
This lack of contractual power that characterized Mozambique's position at the Piggs Peak
meeting, did not seem to change in 1996, year in which the Protocol on Shared Watercourses was
adopted. In fact, in 1996 South Africa announced the construction of the Injaka Dam. Despite
Mozambique had been previously informed of the existence of this project, the formal
announcement of South Africa's intention to proceed with the first phase of the construction of this
dam was considered by Mozambican authorities as a surprise and violation of the Piggs Peak
agreement. During a conference held at Maseru, Lesotho in 1997, Mozambique accused South
Africa of retaining water. South Africa was therefore forced to announce its intention to do
everything possible to ensure the agreed minimum flow in the Incomati at its border with
Mozambique. Even though this did not materialize in 1998, South Africa did manage to deliver the
agreed flow in 1999.
Another aspect that needs to be taken into account is that in 1992 Mozambique and South
Africa decided to conduct a Joint Incomati Basin Study. The conclusions of this study were
presented in April 2001. Among other things this study stated that there was insufficient water in the
Incomati to fulfil all the plans of the three riparian states. As a consequence, Mozambique's

50 Weir: a small dam over a river
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ambitious plans for irrigation development should be “scaled down significantly”51. It is interesting
to note how, out of the three riparian states' “ambitious development plans” on the Incomati, only
Mozambique has to reduce its water consumption of the basin. Mozambique is one of the poorest
countries of the world. In 20072008 it was listed 172nd out of 177 in the UN Human Development
Index. Moreover, 69% of the population lives below the established poverty line of US$ 0.40 per
day52. Out of the three riparians therefore, Mozambique is the most disadvantaged not only from an
economical point of view but also from a geographical perspective as it is a downstream riparian.
This combination of factors coupled with the scarce development of its infrastructure, due to the
prolonged civil war that affected the country and South Africa's destabilization operations in the
region in the 1980s have prevented Mozambique from developing a sound and articulate water
strategy. This vulnerability has clearly hampered Mozambique's capacity to protect its national
interests, to the great advantage of the other two riparian states. As a consequence the obligation of
guaranteeing an equitable water share is constantly violated. In this perspective, it is also interesting
to note how, once again, interbasin transfers represent 91% of all consumptive water uses.53

51 Carmo Vaz, Alvaro and Van der Zaag Pieter. Sharing the Incomati Waters: Cooperation and Competition in
Balance. UNESCO PCCP Publications 20012003
52 World Food Programme Country Program Mozambique (20082009), http://www.wfp.org/content/country
programmemozambique20072009, World Food Programme, June 2010.
53 Carmo Vaz, Alvaro and Van der Zaag Pieter, “Sharing the Incomati Waters: Cooperation and Competition in
Balance,”UNESCO PCCP Publications 20012003.
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Image 6: Incomati River Basin: Source: http://
www.unesco.org/water/wwap/pccp/zaragoza/incomati.pdf.
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Dams, IBT's and Pipelines: a instrument of power
One final consideration that has to be done on dams, international interbasin transfers and
pipelines, and that relates to the already stated idea that such water management tools do not
correspond to an equitable use of this resource, is the fact that they are potential instruments of
power. Pipelines and interbasin transfers are in fact used to transport water from an area that is
relatively water abundant to one that is scarce. The criteria followed, up till now, to determine how
much water and to which location this water will be transferred to are purely arbitrary and reflect
issues such as the economic and political power of the state involved in this IBT or the importance
or degree of industrial development of the area where this IBT is destined to.
As has already been mentioned, one classic example in this sense is Johannesburg. In fact,
Johannesburg is one of the few great cities in the world that is not located on a river, lake or
seashore. Nonetheless, it accounts for 10% of the economic activity of the entire African continent
and is said to be one of the largest concentrations of humans that has developed away from a
sustainable resource. Its existence is due to a geological factor in which goldbearing reef was
exposed on the surface through a series of biological processes and tectonic events54. In other
terms , this city exists exclusively because of the discovery of gold. As a consequence, ever more
complex and massive inter basin transfer schemes have been put up to guarantee Johannesburg of a
secure water supply over time but despite these efforts, future strategic outcomes cannot be
guaranteed. Instead, this excessive dependency on IBTs will result in an increased vulnerability on
the social and ecological changes that these practices might provoke. Indeed IBTs have a profound
impact on the ecosystem of the receiving basin that might contribute to rendering this water supply
54 Anthony Turton , Craig Schultz, Hannes Bukle, Mapule Kgomongoe, Tinyiko Malungani, Mikael
Drackner,“Gold, Scorched Earth and Water: The Hydropolitics of Johannesburg.” Water Resources and
Development 2 (2006): 313335.
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extremely unreliable. More importantly however, this high dependency on inter basin transfers and
the increasing demands of water are starting to impact on the political relations between states. As
has been already said, four of the most economically developed states in the Southern African
region (South Africa, Botswana, Namibia and Zimbabwe) are reaching the point where water
scarcity could represent a serious hindering factor to the future economic growth of these
countries55. In particular these countries consider of the most strategic importance two river basins
in particular, the Orange and the Limpopo. Johannesburg is located on the watershed between these
two pivotal basins and its water supply imperatives have caused these two to be linked by way of
IBTs. For this reason, whatever decision taken by Rand Water56 in the management of
Johannesburg's water supply will necessarily have an impact downstream, on the strategic options of
the other pivotal states.
Clearly, therefore, if the practice by which states recur to interbasin transfers for
guaranteeing water supply, is not subject to a specific regulatory policy able to guarantee the rights
of impacted states, the use of these instruments will be orientated to serve exclusively the supply
imperatives of single states defining a scenario by which certain states will be entitled to more
'equitable water share' than others.

Revelatory in this sense is table 1 that illustrates the

international interbasin water transfer schemes developed by each SADC states. According to the
table, South Africa is by far involved in the greatest number of interbasin transfers while a country
as poor as Mozambique is not even mentioned in the table57.
A similar analysis can obviously be done for what concerns dams. Clearly the construction
55 Anthony Turton , Craig Schultz, Hannes Bukle, Mapule Kgomongoe, Tinyiko Malungani, Mikael
Drackner,“Gold, Scorched Earth and Water: The Hydropolitics of Johannesburg,” Water Resources and
Development 2 (2006): 313335.
56 The Rand Water Board is an institution established in 1902 responsible of developing a secure water supply system.
57 Piet, Heyns, “ WaterResources Management in Southern Africa”, in International Waters in Southern Africa, ed.
Mikiyasu Nakayama, 31, (Tokyo: United Nations University Press, 2003).
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of a dam upstream of a river impacts the water flow downstream.

For example, during the

negotiations on the Incomati river, South Africa's and Swaziland's decision to construct the
Dreikoppies and Maguga Dams in the upper part of the Incomati river basin (in the second half of
the 1980's) ,was strongly opposed by Mozambican authorities which accused South Africa and
Swaziland of further reducing water availability in Mozambique58. At the moment and despite the
fact that SADC states have now recognised that in front of looming water scarcity these supplyside
options to meet growing water demands are no longer sustainable, the practice of constructing
megadams or large storage reservoirs to “secure” as much water as possible at the expense of
neighbouring state continues to be implemented. Modern approaches to water management now
recognize that water resources can be effectively managed only if the whole river basin or catchment
forms the basic management unit. Furthermore, surface water and ground water are inextricably
linked and thus they must be considered and managed together as a single resource. These
principles are at the base of the integrated water resource management (IWRM) that can be defined
as :
“Equitable access to and sustainable use of water resources by all stakeholders at catchment,
regional and international levels, while maintaining the characteristics and integrity of water
resources at the catchment scale within agreed limits”59

These water demand strategies are also at the base of the National Water act of South Africa
reformed in 1998. Indeed chapter 2 of the act relating to water management strategies states that the
national resource management strategies:
58 Carmo Vaz, Alvaro and Van der Zaag Pieter, Sharing the Incomati Waters: Cooperation and Competition in
Balance, UNESCO PCCP Publications 20012003
59 Larry, Swatuk,“Political Challenges to Implementing IWRM in Southern Africa”, Physics and Chemistry of the
Earth 30 (2005) 872–880
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“set out principles relating to water conservation and water demand management”60
Nonetheless, according to a report submitted to the World Commission on Dams, these “demand
side” strategies have been “constantly underfounded61”while the financing of major dams in the
Tugela and Mkzomazi basins, the Mzimvubu n basin, the Orange River and the Western Cape have
continued. This seems to suggest more continuity than change in dam financing from apartheid to
democracy. Moreover, according to this report, the availability of hard currency from international
financial markets assures a funding source for multinational corporate dambuilders. This has
therefore contributed to the creation of a dam building lobby that has a considerable political and
policy power. In this context, the role of the state bureaucrats is often quite ambiguous as the line
between national interest and private interest is often blurred.

60 “National Water Act” Repubblic of South Africa (Act No 36 of 1998)
61 Patrick, Bond, “Paying for Southern African Dams: SocioEconomic Environmental Financial Gaps,” Report
submitted to the World Commission on Dams
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Table 2: International river interbasin transfer schemes in Southern Africa. Source:
Piet, Heyns, “ WaterResources Management in Southern Africa”, in International Waters
in Southern Africa, ed. Mikiyasu Nakayama, 31, (Tokyo: United Nations University Press,
2003)

Conclusion
In the SADC region therefore terms such as 'regional cooperation', 'sustainable development' and
'equality' are increasingly popular and appear to dominate the diplomatic language of the region.
This is reflective of a new awareness that regional water resources cannot be managed effectively at
a national level. Indeed numerous agreements have been signed over the last few years in the name
48

of the principle of 'equity' and 'sustainable development', the Protocol on Shared Water courses
being the most important, and several SADC states have reformed their National Water Acts to align
them with the principles of IWRM. If this undoubtedly represents a significant “move forward”
from the apartheid era, it is also evident that while these concepts of regional cooperation and
sustainable development are well accepted in the political terminology they don't seem to have as
yet, a practical application. The concept of regional cooperation is therefore still very immature and
is still not well established in state practice. Thus national interest continues to play a predominant
role in the management of water resources where each state, attempts to “secure” as much water as
possible through the building of dams or the adoption of complex interbasin transfere schemes.
Indeed as stated in an article:
“ Water management is never neutral” 62
The difficulty in achieving regional cooperation is also the result of an uneven regional power
distribution. Indeed South Africa tends to dominate the region as is the most developed economy.
This has resulted in the other SADC states being heavily dependent on South Africa. This clearly
accounts for South Africa's stronger contractual power in the diplomatic negotiations on the
management of international water resources.

62 Larry, Swatuk,“Political Challenges to Implementing IWRM in Southern Africa,”Physics and Chemistry of the
Earth 30 (2005) 872–880.
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3 Rethinking the Hydropolitics of the Southern African Region
An Unsustainable Water Management Practice
The alarming predictions such as those that state that South Africa's water supply will not be able to
meet demand by 203063 and that certain countries of the region are already water stressed, are
important indicators of an unsustainable practice of water management. Water policies inherited
from the past and centered on the building of large dams and securing water through interbasin
transfer schemes not only have deleterious effects on the river ecosystem but also appear to be a
shortterm solution to the problem of water scarcity.
According to an article by C.D. Snaddon et al64, the reallocation of water from one river
basin to another has a variety of impacts on the ecosystem of then receiving river. Not only inter
basin transfers may lead to alterations of the basin or basins involved but the receiving river
undergoes often massive and permanent geomorphological changes. In addition, genetic transfers
have occurred alongside the reallocation of water from one basin to another as up till now no
successful mechanism has been found to prevent the transfer of organisms through IBTs. Studies
have suggested that water obtained in this way is everything but reliable. A significant example in
this sense is the so called Grootdraai Dam Emergency Augmentation Scheme. In the early 1980's a
severe drought affected the catchment areas of the Komati, Usutu and Upper Vaal rivers. The
drought risked to provoke a serious damage for the major power producing installations of the area.
This led the Department of Water Affairs to consider, as possible source of water supply, the
63 P.J. Ashton , B. Haasbroek, “Water Demand Management and Social Adaptive Capacity: A southern African Case
Study”(paper presented at the Division of Water, Environment and Forestry Technology, CSIR)
64 C.D. Snaddon , M.J. Wishart, B.R. Davis, “ Some implications of interbasin water transfers for river ecosystem
functioning and water resource management in Southern Africa,”Aquatic Ecosystem Health and Management
1(1998): 159182
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transfer of water from the Vaal Dam to the Grootdraai Dam situated within the same catchment.
This transfer of water, later referred to as the Grootdraai Dam Emergency Augmentation Scheme
effectively involved 'reversing' the direction of the water flow in the Vaal River. While the technical
aspects of this project were lauded, the ecological effects were neither assessed nor taken into
consideration. For example no consideration was given to the effects of disrupting the continuity of
the river or reversing its flow. As stated by Snaddon:
“ this expensive engineering feat now sits as a sediment at the bottom of the Vaal Dam, ultimately
shortening its life span (...) indeed the Grootdraai scheme is a classic example of negative 'fire
fighting management”
Similar effects (such as the alteration of stream flow and the killing of many plants and animals) on
the ecosystem can be observed with the construction of large dams. The effects on the environment
generated by these supplyside management practices, clearly have reprecussions on the water
quality and shorten the ecosystem's life span or ability to sustain such activities. As a result, these
water management approaches aiming at augmenting the supply of water resources have a double
effect. One the one hand IBTs and dams end up exacerbating the already unequal water distribution
that characterizes the SADC region, on the other hand the environmental impacts associated with
these policies renders the water supplied in this way highly unreliable. Furthermore, the increasing
industralization of the region and its extremely high population growth has led to the over
exploitation and pollution of water resources further reducing the possibility of employing them in
economic activities. At the moment, many international river basins in the Southern African region
are facing point of closure meaning that their water resources have been fully exploited and no
'surplus' water can be utilized in other economic activities. 65 The theory of the so called 'tragedy of
65 Turton, Anthony and Ashton Peter, “Basin Closure and Issues of Scale: The Southern African Hydropolitical
Complex,”Water Resources Development Vol 24, No.2 (June 2008) 305318
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the commons' effectively describes this situation. The theory holds that resources such as rivers,
oceans, grazing lands that are not privately owned are susceptible of overexploitation because
individual users gain the full benefits of using that resource and only bear a part of the costs for its
overuse.66 In this situation however, it isn't long before water scarcity will seriously hinder the
economic growth of the region. Already, predictions are that national water demands in South
Africa are fast approaching a situation whereby these will soon exceed the supplies available from
internal resources. South Africa however, already consumes the biggest share of water resources of
the region67. Moreover, despite the efforts made, there is still little agreement as to what proportion
might constitute an 'equitable share of water' . In this context, if no substantial effort is made to
coordinate water utilization at regional level, individual states might be induced to elevate the water
problematic to the level of a national security issue and feel legitimated to undertake unilateral
actions, thus elevating conflict potential.

The Emerging Water Architecture
These considerations are at the base of the necessity, felt by most of the SADC states to address this
resource scarcity with a new approach. Dwindling water resources and the imperatives imposed by
increasing industralization and economic development are the principal drivers behind the attempt
made by SADC states to manage water resources in a more sustainable manner. This is reflected, as
already stated, in the signing of the Protocol on Shared Watercourse Systems that aims at
promoting an equitable use of water at regional level, or in the national water reforms adopted by
several SADC states that aim at addressing the imbalance in the water distribution within the
66 Yemi Katerere, Ryan Hill, Sam Moyo, “A Critique of Transboundary Water Resource Management in Southern
Africa,” (paper published for IUCN the World Conservation Union, Regional office for Southern Africa, 2001)
67 Turton, Anthony and Ashton Peter, “Basin Closure and Issues of Scale: The Southern African Hydropolitical
Complex,”Water Resources Development Vol 24, No.2 (June 2008) 305318
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national territory. All these reforms are complementary to the adoption of the principles stated by
Integrated Water Resource Management (IWRM) which has effectively become:
“... a mantra or religious text , a set of unquestioned assumptions and assertions about how water
resources should be developed and managed.”68
IWRM is a set of guidelines that aim at orientating states towards a sustainable, water demand
management. At the center of IWRM is the awareness that issues concerning transboundary
resources cannot be dealt with a nationstate mentality but necessitate of a holistic approach that
transcends national boundaries.
The emerging water architecture in the Southern African region, which, in the words of
Swatuk “.. attempts to tie a shared vision based on equity, sustainability and efficiency to a system
of delivery based on stakeholder involvement,”69 is for certain aspects compliant with this new
ideology but for others, it seems to contradict it. For example, from an institutional point of view,
the catchment itself is to be the unit of social organization and resource management and as a
consequence, the catchment councils have become the new management units of this scarse
resource. Each catchment has a manager which is responsible for drawing together a catchment
management plan in cooperation with the council. This will contain details concerning issues such
as: water allocations, the amount of water necessary to maintain the environmental integrity, the
main issues affecting water quality. The entire structure is then overseen by the National Water
Authority. Despite the fact that it is hoped that these councils will gain real decisionmaking power,
they are to be selffinancing. Therefore, there seems to be contradictory forces at work. On one
hand, the entire water sector hopes to move towards a fairer and more equitable system of
68 D.J. Merrey, “Is normative integrated water resources management implementable? Charting a practical course with
lessons from Southern Africa”Physics and Chemistry of the Earth 33 (2008): 899905
69 Larry A. Swatuk, “The new water architecture in Southern Africa: Reflections on Current Trends in the Light of
'Rio+10'”, International Affairs 78 (2002): 507530
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allocation. On the other, the councils and the water sector in general are to be self financing. This
implies that they will have an evident interest in promoting the sale of water for commercial use.
Thus instead of giving priority to issues such as environment sustainability and the people's water
rights, the councils will end up favoring those that can pay for water.
This tendency toward the privatization of water is also manifest in the adoption of a water
demand management (WDM) approach or the acknowledgement that the key to increasing the
availability of a scarse resource is not in augmenting supply but in reducing demand70. At the center
of WDM is a pricing policy. Water must be considered an economic good and SADC states feel it
should not be underpriced. This general tendency towards the privatization of water comes along
with an increased involvement of the private sector in both supplyorientated and demandorientated
activities. Under the formula of 'publicprivate partnerships' SADC governments have in fact
increasingly reverted to private firms for the construction of water delivery systems. The Lesotho
Highlands water project, the PungweMutare pipeline project in Zimbabwe and the Namibian
National Eastern Water Carrier are just a few examples71.
This tendency towards privatization is not necessary in contrast with the proclaimed
objective of a sustainable and equitable utilization of water resources. It appears clear that in this
case the private sector is merely intervening in an area where the state has failed to provide citizens
with basic services (for reasons related to structural adjustment programmes, national debt, chronic
budget deficits). Private firms in this case are or should be tools that enable states to achieve
specific objectives such as sustainability, optimization of water use, environment integrity. They
should therefore be part of a much larger and comprehensive plan previously developed by the state
70 Larry A. Swatuk, “The new water architecture in Southern Africa: Reflections on Current Trends in the Light of
'Rio+10'”, International Affairs 78 (2002): 507530
71 Larry A. Swatuk, “The new water architecture in Southern Africa: Reflections on Current Trends in the Light of
'Rio+10'”, International Affairs 78 (2002): 507530
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and that should correspond to the nation's interests. In other terms, private companies have to
operate according to criteria which go beyond the mere pursuit of profi under a clear government
strategic framework. Naturally, for this to happen, it is imperative that the activities of the private
sector are closely monitored by the state. Only through the harmonization of the private sector's and
the government's interests can SADC states develop an environmentally sound and sustainable water
management policy.

State Sovereignty and Regional Cooperation
Unquestionably, the signing of the Protocol on Shared Watercourse Systems represents, despite its
limitations, a milestone of regional cooperation in the utilization of transboundary waters and yet,
there are still important obstacles to overcome. The most important of these is the need to accept a
redefinition of the concept of state sovereignty. As has been already mentioned, despite the rhetoric
on regional cooperation and equitable share of transboundary water resources, SADC states still
follow a “nationstate mentality” thus securing water at the expense of other states. These dynamics
emerged clearly when analyzing the negotiation processes in the Incomati and Orange river basins.
Indeed, an unsustainable management policy of transboundry water has in fact generated an intense
competition over these resources and has put nation states under strong pressure. Without a legal
framework and regional institutions able to coordinate water use throughout the region, nations
states will have no alternative but to continue with this “first come first served” policy. To make
the situation even more complicated and conflictual is the fact that water has a “long history of
politicization”72 in the region as rivers were used by colonial powers to demarcate international
boundaries between countries. This increases the potential for conflict and division in the region as
72 A.R. Turton, “Water and State Sovereignty: The Hydropolitical Challege for States in Arid Regions”, (MEWREW
Occasional Paper No.5 presented by Water Issues Study Group at the School of Oriental and African Studies
(SOAS), March 1, 1999)
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borders demarcated by rivers are, to use the words of an article, 'fuzzy'(in contrast with the
abovementioned theory according to which in this region rivers could favour cooperation, given
their international status)73. Normally, the boundary follows the Thalweg or the deepest channel in
the river but this is not the only possibility. For opportunistic reasons, states could therefore favor
two different legal principles for determining the position of the boundary. The result is that these
states sharing large amounts of river boundary may not fight over the direct control of the resource,
but rather over the political boundary74. This is what effectively is occurring in the Orange river as
this forms the border between Namibia and South Africa and this border is being disputed75. Clearly,
this securitization76 process (as it could be defined) is ever more allarming if one considers the
extremely unbalanced distribution of power that characterizes the region. It is unquestionable that
South Africa hegemonizes the region. Its economy is 10 times that of SADC states combined77. In
this situation and without regional cooperation, the weaker states of the region will not have enough
contractual power or capacity to safeguard their water rights.
The other aspect which appears to hinder regional cooperation and which is related to the
latter in a sort of vicious circle, is lack of trust. SADC states appear to be suspicious of the actions
and aspirations of their counterparts from other countries78. This is reflected in the reluctance of
73 Nils Petter Gleditsch, Kathryne Furlong, Havard Hegre, Bethany Lacina, Taylor Owen, “Conflicts over shared
rivers: Resource scarcity or fuzzy boundries?”, Political Geography 25 (2006): 361385
74 Nils Petter Gleditsch, Kathryne Furlong, Havard Hegre, Bethany Lacina, Taylor Owen, “Conflicts over shared
rivers: Resource scarcity or fuzzy boundries?”, Political Geography 25 (2006): 361385
75 Turton, Anthony, “A Critical Assessment of the Basins at Risk in the Southern African Hydropolitical Complex”,
(Workshop on the Management of International Rivers and Lakes Hosted by the Third World Center for Water
Management. Helsinki University of Technology, 1719 August 2005, Helsinki, Finland)
76 A securitization process describes a situation whereby escalating water scarcity will progressively impose stricter
limitations to the economic growth potential of some countries which could potentially elevate water resource
management to the level of national security issue. If left unmanaged, this securitization process may lead to an increase
in conflict potential. Turton, Anthony and Ashton Peter,“Basin Closure and Issues of Scale: The Southern African
Hydropolitical Complex,”Water Resources Development Vol 24, No.2 (June 2008): 305318
77 Kathrine,Furlong, “Hidden Theories, Troubled Waters: International relation, the 'territorial trap', and the Southern
African Development Community”,Political Geography 25 (2006): 438458
78 A.R. Turton, “Water and State Sovereignty: The Hydropolitical Challege for States in Arid Regions”, (MEWREW
Occasional Paper No.5 presented by Water Issues Study Group at the School of Oriental and African Studies
(SOAS), March 1, 1999)
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such states to devolve effective decisionmaking power to river basin commissions. These are thus
destined to remain mere consultory bodies as states fear that a strong river basin commission would
erode the authority of each member state, reducing the state's power of opposition or intervention in
front of decisions unfavorable to their perceived individual needs. As stated by Anthony Turton79,
“A solution to the problem of sovereignty must be found, or else cooperation will always remain
stunted.”80
In this situation, one possible way forward is to increase transparency and information
exchange. The objective is twofold: on the one hand sharing information regarding water quality,
ecological state, meteorological condition of the river basin enforces a basin state's efficiency and
expertise in the management of shared watercourses. On the other hand, transparency informs
downstream states of upstream developments thereby directly contributing to building confidence
and trust at regional level. Despite information exchange is advocated by the Protocol on Shared
Watercourse Systems (article 2), the notion of transparency is not yet a consolidated practice. This
situation is particularly evident in the discussions that should lead to the creation of the Zambezi
river commission (ZAMCOM)81. Historically, river basin commissions were composed only of
ministers from the water departments, yet ZAMCOM was supposed to start a new course in river
basin institutions. Indeed it was supposed to be multidisciplinary bringing in officials from various
ministries as well as other non governmental stakeholders. Despite the attempts made to involve
other players, up till now the ministers of the water departments have been very secretive about their
activities. At the negotiations aiming at establishing ZAMCOM, only the ministers of the water
79 An expert on hydropolitics and transboundary water resource management.
80 A.R. Turton, “Water and State Sovereignty: The Hydropolitical Challege for States in Arid Regions”, (MEWREW
Occasional Paper No.5 presented by Water Issues Study Group at the School of Oriental and African Studies
(SOAS), March 1, 1999)
81 Munyaradzi, Chenje, “ Hydropolitics and the Quest of the Zambezi River BasinOrganization” in International
Waters in Southern Africa, ed. Mikiyasu Nakayama (Tokyo, United Nations University Press, 2003), 189 208
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departments of the various countries involved participated with virtually no input from other
ministers a part from those dealing with legal issues and there has been no non governmental
representation.
What is therefore needed, rather than a radical institutional transformation, is a substantial change of
'mentality' and of the behavioural codes of conduct of existing states. Indeed the Protocol on Shared
Watercourse Systems merely creates the frame, a set of guidelines for an equitable and sustainable
management of water resources, yet, as has already been noted, these principles are not in any way
mandatory or binding. Only if SADC states cease to perceive regional organizations as a threat for
their sovereignty will they manage to effectively promote a sustainable regional water policy.

The Role of South Africa
If the SADC Protocol on Shared Watercourses and the principles of IWRM have provided a strong
basis for regional cooperation within Southern Africa the problem will be to find a way to reconcile
different national interests. Indeed the Southern African region is certainly not homogenous in
terms of economic development. Likewise, SADC states have differing availability and access to
water resources, as when referring to water, geography also plays a crucial role in determining a
country's water availability. These disparities have created a situation whereby countries like South
Africa and Zimbabwe that are economically more developed and under intense water stress are more
motivated to implement national water reforms rather than countries like Mozambique and Zambia
which are economically less developed and lack the necessary capital, technical and human
resources to institute reforms effectively. Botswana, with only ephemeral or internationally shared
rivers, an arid climate and a small dispersed population does not envision such reforms while
Swaziland and Lesotho are also unlikely to pursue such management policies preferring to
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participate in a variety of interstate technical units82 instead.
In such a diversified situation South Africa as a regional hegemon can certainly play an
important part if it decides to take on the role of catalizer and promoter of a regional and sustainable
water policy. With reference to the Southern African Development Community (SADC), South
Africa, despite being fully involved in this organization has not driven the integration process as
many would have expected83. According to an article from the 'Journal of Southern Africa',
“since the mid1990s officials from SADC states complained that Pretoria devoted less attention to
its relations in Southern Africa than elsewhere. Since then, perceptions of neglect have persisted.”84
Another article still, denounces SADC's missed development policy85.
Nonetheless, South Africa is the only state of the region that has the status to promote
regional integration and drive a sustainable water management practice. As has already been said its
economy alone is 10 times that of other SADC states combined and as a result the economies of the
region are highly dependent on South Africa. In addition, one must also consider that South Africa
has the most solid institutions such as strong universities and a sophisticated science and technology
base that, ideally, could be decentralized or at least used to empower other neighbouring states by
transferring certain skills to them. As stated by Peter Vale in 'The Search for Southern Africa's
Security':
“ Whoever governs South Africa, the region will be vulnerable to its pressure.86”
82 Larry A. Swatuk, “The new water architecture in Southern Africa: Reflections on Current Trends in the Light of
'Rio+10'”, International Affairs 78 (2002): 507530
83 Laurie, Nathan, “SADC's Uncommon Approach to Common Security,19922003”, Journal of Southern African
Studies, Volume 32, Number 3, (2006): 605622
84 Laurie, Nathan, “SADC's Uncommon Approach to Common Security,19922003”, Journal of Southern African
Studies, Volume 32, Number 3, (2006): 605622
85 Arrigo Pallotti, “SADC: A Development Community without a Development Policy?” , Review of African Political
Economy101 (2004): 513231
86 Peter Vale, “The Search for Southern Africa's Security”, International Affairs 67(1991): 697708
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If the excessive power detained by South Africa could represent a serious constraint to the
achievement of regional integration and sustainable development, on the other hand it could also
represent, if adequately orientated and used, an occasion for securing the region's future. For this to
happen however, South Africa has to stop acting as a hydrohegemon and its power has to be in
some way monitored and controlled in order to assure that it operates coherently with a regional
development plan. A surely influential protagonist in this sense that could act as a balancer of the
Southern African regional situation is the international community. It must be recalled that the
Protocol on Shared Watercourses was first approved in 1995 but was subsequently revised in order
to render it compatible with the UN Convention on the Law of NonNavigational Uses of
International Rivers and thus effectively entered in operation only in 1998. According to Swatuk
“Most SADC state activity in the area of environmental resources management came in preparation
to and following on the UN 'Earth Summit' held at Rio de Janeiro in 1992”87
This almost seems to suggest that one of the great motivators for reform at the regional level comes
from individual SADC state participation in UN and other international organizations. Thus these
international organizations could definitively play an important role in pushing both South Africa
and other SADC states towards the respect of a sustainable water management practice.

Conclusion

A substantial change in mentality has to take place if SADC states really want to undertake the road
of regional integration and sustainable development. Despite all the talk on equality and safe access
to water resources, SADC state are still divided by reciprocal suspicions and rivalries. Whether
87 Larry A. Swatuk, “The new water architecture in Southern Africa: Reflections on Current Trends in the Light of
'Rio+10'”, International Affairs 78 (2002): 507530
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these have been inherited from the past or are the result of an inadequate water management policy,
regional integration first has to pass through the rebuilding of a sentiment of trust. Necessarily, this
confidence building process can only be promoted by South Africa, the richest country of the
African continent, the only one that can drive this integration process. South Africa needs to
understand that it in the future it will be able to secure enough water only if it operates within a
regional framework of optimization of water resources.
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