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VIEWPOINT: LARGE DAMS

Large dams have figured in
national economic develop-
ment programmes throughout

the world for the best part of a
century, but it was only in 1998 that
the first comprehensive global and
independent review was conducted
into their performance and impacts
and the range of alternative options
available for water and energy de-
velopment.  The final report of the

World Commission on Dams
(WCD), which undertook the study,
was published in November 2000.
The objective of the WCD was to
review the effectiveness of large
dams and develop internationally
acceptable principles, strategic
priorities, criteria and guidelines for
their application.  The WCD then
passed the baton to the nations of
the world.  “We have told our story,”

it said. “What happens next is up to
you.”

The purpose of this article is to
look at what South Africa has done
and is doing, within its own environ-
ment, to further the debate about
dams – a debate which the WCD
described in its report as relating to
“the very meaning, purpose and
pathways for achieving development.”

World Commission on
Dams Report:  What South

Africa is Doing About It
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PHYSICAL BACK-
GROUND

The subject of large dams is highly
relevant to this country, in that its
rainfall patterns are among the
most variable in the world.  Some
60% of South Africa’s river flows are
generated from only 20% of the
land.  The need for water manage-
ment is further illustrated by the
fact that, in the summer rainfall
region of the country, more than
80% of the rain falls within the six
summer months.

South Africa has more than 500
large dams, of which 50 have a
storage capacity exceeding 100
million m3.  The country’s reservoirs
store about 746 m3 of water per
person – an order of magnitude
higher than that for the rest of
Africa.  Indeed, 60% of the large
dams in Africa are situated in South
Africa and Zimbabwe.  The main
purpose of dams in South Africa is
irrigation and urban/ industrial
water supply – less than 2% of the
country’s electricity is generated by
hydropower.

Dam development is markedly
different in the 21st century than
when South Africa’s first large dams
were built in the late 19th century.
A significant portion of the coun-
try’s water resources has been
developed, and very few new large
dams are to be initiated in the
coming two decades.  The popula-
tion of the country has increased
and spread out over the various
catchments, and the natural envi-
ronment is under threat.

Many negative technological, eco-
nomic, social and environmental
impacts of large dams have been
identified.  It is now accepted that
dam development requires joint
decision-making to take the inter-
ests of various stakeholders into
account, and that dam construction

is just one of many options to be
considered in water and energy
planning processes.  The range of
options includes water and energy
demand management, alternative
energy sources and integrated
catchment management.

THE SOUTH AFRICAN
INITIATIVE

It was against this background that
South Africa took up the challenge
of the World Commission on Dams
– namely that “what happens next is
up to you”.  Representatives of the
country’s stakeholders (in respect
of water management)  gathered
together in a symposium in July
2001 to consider the WCD report.
They declared themselves to be
broadly supportive of the strategic
priorities outlined in the WCD
report but believed that the guide-
lines needed to be contextualised in
the South African situation.  A Steer-
ing Committee was accordingly
elected under the title “The South
African Multi-Stakeholder Initiative on
the World Commission on Dams” with
a mandate to carry the local con-
textualisation process forward.  The
composition of the Steering Com-
mittee included representatives of
government, the private sector,
NGOs, affected parties, research
and finance, and utilities.

The declared objectives of the
Multi-Stakeholder Initiative were to:

Contextualise the WCD report
in the South African situation;
Identify elements in the report
that could be beneficially imple-
mented or reinforced in South
African large dam practice;
Make recommendations to all
stakeholders on the implemen-
tation of such elements in their
work;
Make recommendations on
policy, regulation and legislation;
Identify constraints to the im-

plementation of the recommen-
dations; and
Propose institutional structures
for multi-stakeholder participa-
tion in follow-up and monitor-
ing.

The Multi-Stakeholder Initiative
appointed a Co-ordinating Commit-
tee to guide the preparation of a
Scoping Report to be laid before
the multi-stakeholder forum, in
which relevant issues should be
broadly analysed, contentious issues
identified, avenues of research iden-
tified, and recommendations made
on the way forward.  The resulting
document – which is not to be
regarded as a blueprint for physical
action – has been released for
consideration by the multi-
stakeholder forum.

THE SCOPING REPORT

The purpose of the Scoping Report,
according to the Co-ordinating
Committee which compiled it, is to
develop a tool for decision-making
that reflects the potentially dispa-
rate views of the range of stake-
holders.  In this regard, the Co-
ordinating Committee noted the
WCD’s observation that decisions
on dams and their alternatives, like
all development choices, had to
respond to a wide range of needs,
expectations, objectives and con-
straints, and the further observation
that while consensus could be
found on many issues, intractable
fault lines still separated critics and
proponents on a number of finan-
cial, economic, social and environ-
mental issues.

The Scoping Report noted the
presence of such fault lines in South
Africa, e.g. the belief amongst La-
bour and NGO sectors that
marginalisation of the majority by
means of “unjust technologies” like
large dams was leading the country
along the path of unsustainability,
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and the contrasting belief that in-
creasing the amount of water
stored in Africa could and should
play a role in the eradication of
poverty.  Between these and other
opposing viewpoints, the Co-
ordinating Committee observed
that adoption of the rights-and-risks
approach advocated by the WCD
required acknowledgement of asso-
ciated obligations between diverse
stakeholders during the consensus-
building and decision-making proc-
esses.

The Co-ordinating Committee
accepted the five Core Values to
which all could subscribe, raised
during the WCD’s Global Review –
namely Equity, Efficiency, Participa-
tory Decision-making, Sustainability
and Accountability. The Scoping
Report noted that these values
accorded with the international
norms articulated in the UN Decla-
ration of Human Rights.

The Scoping Report also noted
synergies between the WCD’s
principles and existing South African
policy principles post-1994, charac-
terised by the notion of democracy
through participatory, co-operative
and developmental governance.
South Africa’s Constitution – one of
the most progressive in the world –
provided a strong anchor for the
rights-and-risks approach proposed
by the WCD.  Participation of all
interested and affected parties had
become a widespread fundamental
principle of numerous pieces of
legislation, including two Acts of
particular relevance for dams and
development.  These are the Na-
tional Water Act and the National
Environmental Management Act,
both of which provide for equitable
and inclusive decision-making.

The National Water Act ensures
that water is viewed in law as a
national asset (rather than that of
the landowner on whose property
it occurs as groundwater or

through whose property it passes
as a river).  The Act gives priority to
water for ecological needs and for
basic human needs; no other water
entitlements are guaranteed. The
National Environmental Manage-
ment Act, in turn, includes a people-
centred approach to environmental
management, combined with a risk-
averse and cautious approach.
Taken together with numerous
other pieces of policy and legisla-
tion, these two Acts provide an
indisputable basis for the core
values of the WCD in the new
South African governance frame-
work.

SEVEN STRATEGIC
PRIORITIES

Building on the five Core Values and
the rights-and-risks approach, the
WCD identified seven strategic
priorities to guide water and energy
planning and decision-making.
These are sketched – necessarily
very briefly in this article – as fol-
lows, together with the key issues
for South Africa identified by the
Multi-Stakeholder Co-ordinating
Committee:

Gaining public acceptance
The message of the WCD is that, to
be socially legitimate and produce
positive and lasting outcomes, it is
essential to gain public acceptance
for key decisions on equitable and
sustainable water and energy re-
sources development.  Demonstra-
ble public acceptance of all key
decisions is achieved through agree-
ments negotiated in an open and
transparent process, conducted in
good faith and with the informed
participation of all stakeholders.

The Co-ordinating Committee
observed that in the South African
context participation might occur in
name only, unless there is real capa-
city-building, information sharing,
economic empowerment and skills

transfer to local people.  A range of
institutional mechanisms for partici-
pation in decision-making on water
resources development is evolving.
The primary mechanism is the
Catchment Management Agency,
currently being established in the
first of 19 water management areas
in South Africa.  A further example
is the Gauteng Water Cycle Man-
agement Committee.

Key issues for this country include
the timing of participation (to be
meaningful, it must commence at an
early stage of planning), the extent
to which policy principles on par-
ticipation are translated into action,
and the question of whether in-
formed participation is taking place
(i.e. the awareness of stakeholders
and their capacity to participate).
Key debating points include the
question of rights-and-risks identifi-
cation, and the question: “When can
it be said that public acceptance has
been demonstrated?”  Amongst
many other issues, the Co-ordina-
ting Committee raised the notion
that free, prior and informed con-
sent by indigenous and tribal peo-
ples requires clarification in the
South African context.

The Committee identified a number
of studies required to guide the
implementation of public participa-
tion in South Africa.

Comprehensive options
assessment
The key message from the WCD is
that alternatives to dams do exist.
To explore these alternatives, it is
necessary to assess water, food and
energy needs and clearly define
objectives.  It is critical that the
assessment process be participatory
and that social and environmental
aspects have the same significance
as technical, economic and financial
factors.  The Co-ordinating Com-
mittee noted that in South Africa, as
globally, the environmental and
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social impact of dams has been far
greater than initially envisaged.

A trend in South Africa is that the
thrust for building dams has dimin-
ished in the Department of Water
Affairs and Forestry (DWAF), with
the focus now on a range of other
options such as water demand
management, conservation and the
protection of water resources.

Addressing existing dams
Dams and the context in which
they exist should not be seen as
static over time.  Changes in water
use priorities, and physical and land
use changes in the river basin, could
transform benefits and impacts.  The
key message from the WCD was
that opportunities exist to optimise
the benefits of many existing dams,
address outstanding issues and
strengthen environmental mitigation
and restoration measures.  The
WCD had also stated that out-
standing social issues associated
with existing large dams should be
identified and assessed, and proc-
esses developed with the affected
communities to remedy them.

The Co-ordinating Committee
noted the consensus amongst
South African stakeholders that
social issues required priority – in
particular compensation for loss of
property and livelihoods and, of
even greater importance to some
communities, remedies for the
inundation of land on which their
ancestors had been interred. There
were also environmental and opera-
tional concerns around existing
dams, primarily related to deterio-
rating water quality.

A key debating point, the Commit-
tee noted, was that of how to de-
fine the parameters for auditing
existing dams.  A further key debat-
ing point:  “Should a moratorium be
placed on dam construction?  Until
what conditions are met?  Or

should we ensure that committed
steps be adhered to?”

Sustaining rivers and
livelihoods
The key message from the WCD is
that rivers, watersheds and aquatic
ecosystems are the biological en-
gines of the planet and the basis of
life and the livelihoods of local
communities.  Dams transform
landscapes and create the risk of
irreversible impacts.  Understanding,
protecting and restoring ecosys-
tems at river basin level is thus
essential to foster equitable human
development and the welfare of all
species.   This involves basin-wide
understanding of the ecosystem’s
functions, values and requirements,
a national policy for maintaining
rivers with high ecosystem values in
their natural state, policy options
that avoid significant impacts on
threatened species, and the modifi-
cation and operation of large dams
to release environmental flows to
help maintain downstream ecosys-
tem integrity and community liveli-
hoods.

The Co-ordinating Committee
noted that the Reserve require-
ments in South Africa’s National
Water Act provide a statutory basis
for the WCD principle requiring
basin-wide understanding of ecosys-
tem functioning. Generic protocols
for determining the Reserve are
being developed.  Answers are
required to numerous questions
related to the fine-tuning of the
Reserve, not least the question of
who pays for the ecological Re-
serve.  For example, should the
owners of a forestry plantation on
the top of a hill be made to pay?

Research is also required on re-
leases from dams, needed to main-
tain ecosystems and cater for
downstream users.  One perspec-
tive holds that the large dams con-
tribute to flood control, whilst the

opposing view suggests that large
dams control small floods, thereby
giving a false sense of security lead-
ing to resettlement of the flood-
plain, with devastating effects when
really large floods occur.

Recognising entitlements
and sharing benefits
The key message from the WCD is
that joint negotiations with ad-
versely affected people result in
mutually agreed and legally enforce-
able mitigation and development.
These provisions should recognise
entitlements and improve liveli-
hoods, with affected people as the
beneficiaries.

There is consensus in South Africa
on this aspect, the Co-ordinating
Committee reported, but a number
of basic and procedural questions
and some unrealistic expectations
need to be addressed.  A key debat-
ing point relates to the matter of
how widely the benefits of a dam
development should be shared.
Also, will an approach that is accept-
able for one dam be feasible for
every dam?

Ensuring compliance
The key message from the WCD is
that ensuring public trust and confi-
dence requires that governments,
developers, regulators and opera-
tors meet all commitments made in
the planning, implementation and
operation of dams.  This requires a
compliance plan with clear and
consistent criteria and guidelines,
including for costs, incentives and
anti-corruption measures.

Many participants felt that in the
South African context the water
sector needed an independent
regulator to ensure compliance
with all commitments and obliga-
tions.  The Co-ordinating Commit-
tee quoted numerous aspects need-
ing resolution between diverse
stakeholders, including the composi-
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tion of a multi-stakeholder struc-
ture to ensure compliance, determi-
nation of the indicators required in
the compliance process, and the
institution of processes to eradicate
corruption.

Sharing rivers for peace,
development and security
The storage and diversion of water
in the case of trans-boundary rivers
has been a source of tension be-
tween countries and within coun-
tries.  The key message of the WCD
is thus that constructive co-opera-
tion is required between countries
on such issues.  “States need to be
innovative in defining the issues for
discussion.”  The principles enunci-
ated by the WCD extend to shared
river basins, and call for negotiation
on the basis of good faith between
riparian states, and between political
units within countries.

South Africa has a number of formal
water agreements with its neigh-
bour states.  The SADC Protocol on
Shared Watercourses, adopted in
1995, is indeed more extensive than
the relevant WCD guideline.  The
Co-ordinating Committee noted
however that dam development in
South Africa had had negative eco-
logical and social impacts, and it had
been proposed that this be included
in an audit proposed as a first step
to addressing the situation relating
to existing dams.

A further key issue in the South
African context is that of the way in
which WCD strategic priorities and
principles should be carried forward
into the New Partnership for Afri-
ca’s Development (NEPAD).

PRIORITIES FOR ACTION

Participants in the Multi-
Stakeholder Forum in July 2002
were polled on the weight which
they attached to the wide range of
debating points identified in the

Scoping Report.  Four clear priori-
ties emerged from this exercise as
deserving of further exploration
and action, namely:

The question of reparations/
compensation for outstanding
problems from existing dams;
Whether social and environ-
mental issues are accorded
equal weight with economic,
financial and technical issues
when assessing water develop-
ment options, and how this
should be improved;
The meaning of stakeholder
involvement in South Africa, and
how the rights-and-risks
method of identifying
stakeholders should be used;
How to determine the point at
which it can be said that public
acceptance has been demon-
strated.

The Co-ordinating Committee
observed that, while the Scoping
Report was not required to be
analytical, but rather to reflect the
range of different perspectives
concerning the further implementa-
tion of the WCD in the South
African context, it was nevertheless
clear that for each of the seven
strategic priorities, institutional
issues were emerging as a clear
cross-cutting issue for the further
implementation of the WCD pro-
posals.

Two main institutional issues arose
here, which were merely noted for
further discussion by the Co-ordi-
nating Committee.  The first related
to institutional capacity at local
level.  The overriding challenge in
South Africa was to achieve effective
local government that enhanced the
quality of life – which was clearly
important for the management of
water resources at local level.  The
second issue concerned the nature
of the multi-stakeholder institu-
tional mechanisms which would be
needed at different levels to take

both the WCD and South African
policy principles forward.

THE  WAY FORWARD

The way forward indicated by the
Multi-Stakeholder Workshop is for
the above priority areas to be
addressed over the following 24
months.  Further discussion by the
Co-ordinating Committee will
result in some decisions to imple-
ment action steps.  One of the
actions already agreed is to estab-
lish a Working Group on Repara-
tions, which will explore mecha-
nisms, timeframes and procedures
for addressing the issue of out-
standing reparations relating to
existing dams.

The Multi-Stakeholder Forum was
also unanimous that the South
African Initiative to contextualise
the WCD report should continue.
Stakeholders should be divided into
six sectors, each with two repre-
sentatives.

“The ongoing process needs to
ensure that there is commitment
from all stakeholders to adhere to
certain milestones in this Initiative.
The Co-ordinating Committee will
identify the specific studies or ac-
tions that need to be undertaken.”

The Scoping Report noted that the
end product would not be the
result of the studies undertaken,
but rather implementation of the
recommendations of the studies.

The outcomes of the studies and
activities undertaken by the Co-
ordinating Committee will be dis-
cussed at a Multi-Stakeholder Forum.

Persons wishing to be kept informed
of the progress made by the Initiative
are invited to contact Cathy Sepeng
of the Secretariat at tel (011) 313
3615, fax (011) 313 3086 or e-mail
catherines@dbsa.org.


