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Economics:  Cabora Bassa

Cabora
Bassa
rethink

I ts projected total generating
capacity is 2,000 megawatts; the t irst
f ive  turb ines ( , l l5MW each)  came on
st ream in  June 1979.  But  for  a l l  i ts
spÌendour  and power  potent ia l  Cabora
Bassa is st i ì l  viewed with misgivings
by many who are supposed to be i ts
beneficiaries.

During the l iberation war, pro'
Frel imo groups agitated against the
scneme.

They argued that as the Zambezi cuts
Mozambique in two, the dam was
planned as part of a mil i tary strategy
to stop Frel imo guerri l las from cross-
ing in to  the southern reg ion.

The same aim was said to be behind
the schenre to sett le white colonists in
the val ley, once irr igation was avai l-
abÌe. NÍoreover, i t  was pointed out that
the scheme was envisaged as serving
the needs of South Afr ica: yet South
AÍrica had i ts own coal-based energy
resources and the U5$800 mil l ion
Cabora Bassa project was simply part
of South Afr ica's grandiose scheme of a
regionir l  "co-prosperity sphere" - the
uì t imate a im be ing the l ink ing in to  one
power grid hydro-eìectr ic schemes such
as the Orange River clam, South Afr ica,
the (Jxbow scheme.  Lesotho.  Kar iba in
Z imbt ibwe.  the Kunene scheme which
straddìes the r iver between Namibia
anc l  Angola  and Cabora Bassa.

In this way, South Afr ican planners
hoped to  "capture"  the reg ion and
become i ts  "naLura l "  eng ine and
çrowerhouse. 

' Ihe Portuguese in Angola
and Mozambique saw much mer i t  in
the scheme:  i t  would  l ink  South Af r ican
i r ì teres[s  to  t Ì re i r  own.

IJ-v attract ing Northern capital -
inev i tab lv  invr - r lvet Ì  in  major  const ruc-
r i t ;n  pr t . r jec ts  such as Cabora Bassa -
the Nor th 's  in terests  too wouÌd be
iclenti t ' ied rvith anl i-Frel imo or anti-
\ l  P t .A act ion.

ln  the event ,  the mi l i ta ry  coup in
Lr -sb, - rn  , r f  Apr i Ì  l9?.1 .  abrupt ly  ended
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the Portuguese,/South Afr ican/Rhode-
sian al l iance. When the new Portuguese
government and Frel imo signed econo-
mic agreements in the course of 1975,
those who had previously defended
Cabora Bassa against i ts cr i t ics smugly
oointed out that now it  had become an
àsset for Mozambique. I t  would be a
tr igger for industr ial and agricultural
development and wouÌd provide power
where needed.

And yet one visi t  to Songa, the dam's
site in Tete Province, bolsters al l  the old
cri t icism. First,  there is Songa i tself ,  a
min i - town wi th  i ts  own homes,  power ,
school, cl inic, shops and foreign ex-
perts. I t  seems l ike, and is, an island
in the country. There are frequent
flights out to South Africa. The food
served in the canteen is mainÌy f lown
in from South Africa - there is wine, a
luxury not easi ly found in Mozam-
bique;s capital,  

-Maputo. 
The shop

shelves are l ined with made-in-South-
Africa tinned foodstuffs.

But this is only a symptom. The fact
is that the main transmission l ine
traverses a length of some 10,000
kilometres to Apollo in South Africa.
Because of the distance the power has
to be transmitted. i t  is a DC (direct
current) l ine - and therefore cannot be
"tapped" en route. To benefi t  from
Cabora Bassa, Mozambique must ob-
tain AC (alternate current) through a
new transmission l ine. One, together
with the requisite sub-stat ion, has
already been bui l t  for Tete.

Work on a ìonger l ine commissioned
from a French-ltal ian consort ium has
begun and is expected to be completed
by f)ecember 1982, when i t  reaches
IVlocubzr, in the north, where i t  wi l l
serve a text i le factory. Mozambique at
oresent uses a mere 100MW from
Cabora Bassa.

"F ive km outs ide Songa i t  is  dark . "
Th is  comment  by a  d is i l lus ioned
Mozambiquan engineer  work ing at
Cabora Bassa is  the rea l  ind ic tment  o f
the scheme.  I t  proves the cr i t ics 'po in t :
the dam was not  bu i l t  for  the people  o f
Mozambique.  A lmost  a ì l  the power  is
exported to South AÍr ica.

Because of  the wav the Dower  s ta t ion
has been bu i Ì t .  convãr t ing AC power  to
DC in  a  sub-s ta t ion,  beÍore t ransmi t -
t ing DC energy to ApolÌo. where i t  is
again converted to AC for use in South

Africa, i t  is virtual ly impossible not to
st ick to the original agreement which
provided for the supply of energy to
Maputo from South Africa. This runs
for a period of 20 years and the price is
fixed - at a figure estimated to be welì
below current world prices.

Portugal has assumed responsibiÌ i ty
for running Cabora Bassa, by means of
an 81.5 per cent shareholding in HCB
(Hidroelétr ica de Cabora Bassa, SARL,
Pty) in which the Mozambique govern-
ment hoÌds 18.5 per cent shares. HCB
sells the energy and from the proceeds
disburses payments to the contractors
involved in the f irst phase of the
construction.

"Because of this arrangement, i t  wi l l
be closer to 20 rather than 10 years be-
fore we will have any real benefit", said
the Mozambiquan engineer, who added
that apart from anything else, he also
considered the management inefficient.
Decisions were made by the Portuguese
board members and not on the spot.

There was no company pol icy or
company plan; every individual in a
responsible position worked "in a
void." He said: "We make our own
imitat ion; I  for exampÌe do not know

what my budget is in my section.I have
never worked in such unsatisfactory
condit ions. Also, there was no training
scheme whatever during the first phase
- this is quite unheard of in a project of
this kind in a developing country."

Another criticism is the fact that the
scheme was "imposed" on Mozam-
bique from outside, without consider-
ing aÌ l  the factors involved.

"For instance, do we real ly need this
sophist icated level of power supply? In
a country where al l  rural areas are
without electricity, where small rural
industr ies are needed and where even
smaÌì mines run by means of diesel
generators' Ì  I t  wi l l  take far too long for
us to  exp lo i t  th is  dam. We should  have
been al lowed to consider smaller hydro-
electr ic or even thermal stat ions - we
have coal ,  more than enough."

Crit icism of the running of HCB
applies also to the fact that the
important meetings concerning
Cabora Bassa take p lace in  Europe or
South Afr ica, with the 50 or so
engineers  wurk ing on the dam rare ly  i f
ever invited to attend a meeting.

"Yet  HC-B could  be used as an
excel lent  means of  promot ing good
re la t ions between Mozambique and
Por tugal  -  i f  the HCB board was not
bas ica l l5 , '  host i Ìe  to  an independent  and
soc ia Ì is t -or ienta ted IVIozambique.

"The DC l ine to South Afr ica was
noth ing but  a  po l i t ica l  p loy" ,  he sa id .
"WhLrc is  needed now is  a  ser ies  o f  sub-
s t i r t ions.  about  two to  three.  connect ing
Songir n' i th the south of the countr! ' .
We rnust  be sure f rom now on that  we
get  the r ight  leve l  o f  technology at  the
r ight  investment  ÌeveÌ . "

Taìks between ìV lozambique and
Por tugal  on var ious po in ts  are in  the
p ipe l ine -  and i t  seems obv ious that
Ci rboru Rassa and HCB must  f igure on
the agenr Ìar .  Ruth Weiss g
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