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Cahora Bassa, completed on the Mozambican stretch of the Zambezi River in 1974, the year before the end 

of Portuguese rule, was catastrophic for the approximately half-million people who depended on the river 

and its delta for their livelihood and for the ten sof thousands who were forcibly relocated when the dam’s 

lake was created. Even today, the flow management scheme required to maximize export of electricity to 

South Africa continues to wipe out dry-season crops and drastically reduce fishing, making life along the 

Zambezi barely supportable. 

Despite the traumatic history of Cahora Bassa, the Frelimo government is committed to a colonial-era plan 

to build a second dam approximately 70 kilometers downriver from the first. In many respects, Mphanda 

Nkuwa, as the dam project is called, looks like a replay of the colonial past. Mozambique justifies the dam in 

language largely unchanged from the colonial era. The overarching economic imperative driving the dam is 

the same—cheap energy for South Africa. According to environmentalists, Mphanda Nkuwa is being pushed 

through without proper impact studies. And as with Cahora Bassa, decisions on Mphanda Nkuwa have 

generally occurred behind closed doors. Impacted communities have had little meaningful say in what is to 

befall them. 

Yet, even with these unmistakable similarities with the Portuguese past, the new dam is not simply a re-

enactment of colonial-era sins.  Whatever one thinks of its merits, it is not, as Cahora Bassa essentially was, a 

colonial security project disguised as development.  Moreover, for all the single-mindedness with which 

Frelimo has imposed the project on local communities, the power dynamic now is very different than in the 

colonial era, when an alien regime ruled by violent force. Many fewer people will have to be relocated by the 

second dam. Additionally, to the extent public debate occurs about construction of the dam, it is pushed by 

a voice that was barely audible 40 years ago—an environmental movement with global links and a toehold in 

Mozambique.  

Rather than think of Mphanda Nkuwa as an ugly history repeating itself, it is more productive to examine 

how Cahora Bassa and Mphanda Nkuwa are part of the same ongoing process: the harnessing of the 

Zambezi River largely to the detriment of the farmers and fishermen who depend on it. In this study we 

argue that this harmful process works in two directions. Cahora Bassa and the assumptions embedded in it 

continue to shape present realities. And the planning of Mphanda Nkuwa likely makes permanent the 

impact of Cahora Bassa, widely regarded as one of the most ecologically destructive dams in Africa. The 

official adulation surrounding Mphanda Nkuwa celebrates Cahora Bassa, and drowns out the memories and 

the lived experiences of those whom Cahora Bassa impacted. Moreover, because investors in this new 

project will want to maximize energy output, Mphanda Nkuwa would likely foreclose the possibility of 

reforming the flow pattern of Cahora Bassa and thereby of restoring riverside farming to some semblance of 

what it was before the construction of the first dam.Mphanda Nkuwa, that is, will freeze the colonial past in 

place. 

This paper is written in two parts. The first discusses Mphanda Nkuwa at the national and transnational 

levels largely from the macro perspective. It covers the legacies of Cahora Bassa, the planning of Mphanda 

Nkuwa, the developmentalist priorities of Frelimo, and the role of environmentalists in the process. The 
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second part examines the community of Chirodzi-Sanangwe, whose approximately 2,000 residents will have 

to make way for Mphanda Nkuwa. In Chirodzi-Sanangwe, the responses to the prospective dam are varied—

influenced to a large degree by one’s relative economic standing. And yet all responses are shaped in some 

way by the experience of Cahora Bassa. In this Valley community, the future as well as the past can be said 

to have sunk hooks into the present.  

  

 

 


