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Great Ruaha river that helps feed Tanzania 
under 'alarming stress'  
Deforestation, farming and poor irrigation infrastructure lead to worryingly long dry spells 
in Tanzania's Great Ruaha river basin  
 

 
In recent years, the Great Ruaha river has been completely dry for  

three months at a stretch. Photograph: Thomas Kruchem/IPS  
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Avelina Elias Mkenda, a 52-year-old small-scale 
farmer in the Mbarali district of Tanzania's south-
western Mbeya region, can sense a change in her 
environment. 

A resident of the Great Ruaha river basin, she has 
never had trouble watering her crops and livestock. But 
over the past few years, the river has been delivering 
less and less of the precious resource; the grass that 
was once plentiful is now scarce, leaving cattle hungry, 
while production of coffee, the region's prize crop, has 
plummeted. 

Referred to as Tanzania's "ecological backbone", the 
Great Ruaha river originates in the Kipengere 
mountains and stretches roughly 84,000 kilometres, 

flowing through the wetlands of the Usangu valley and 
the Ruaha national park, eventually emptying into the 
Rufiji river. 

Its basin catchment area waters a huge expanse of the 
Tanzanian countryside. More than a million small-
scale farmers produce a significant portion of the 
country's food on the lush soil in the Ruaha basin, 
which also provides 70% of Tanzania's hydroelectric 
power, according to government sources. 

But officials from the Rufiji Water Basin Office 
(RWBO), which administers the Ruaha basin, along 
with academics from Tanzania's leading Sokoine 
University of Agriculture (SUA), are warning that the 
river is under "alarming stress". 
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"The river has been drying up for lengthy periods of 
three months [at a stretch], up from the short period of 
three weeks," Damian Gabagambi, an agricultural 
economist at SUA, told IPS. He believes the crisis is 
largely due to an increasing number of farmers 
diverting the river for irrigation purposes. 

"Prior to 1993, the river was never dry," said Andrew 
Temu, an SUA professor, adding that the three-month-
long dry spells began in 1999. During this period, river 
basin inhabitants increased from 3 to 6 million people. 

"With the increasing population, there is a 
corresponding demand for more water," he said. 
Intensive grazing and deforestation have also 
contributed to the looming crisis. Furthermore, a lack 
of proper irrigation infrastructure means much of the 
water goes to waste, Gabagambi added. 

RWBO community development officer David 
Muginya told IPS that agricultural projects by both 
large and small-scale farmers have failed to honour the 
2009 Water Resources Management Act, which 
obliges all water users to deploy proper infrastructure 
to avoid waste. 

A University of Dar es Salaam report released last July, 
Vulnerability of people's livelihoods to water resources 
availability in semi-arid areas of Tanzania, found that 
water wastage is also making the 1 million people 
dependent on the water resources downstream of the 
Great Ruaha river extremely vulnerable to an acute 
water shortage. 

All the signs suggest that the current management of 
natural resources is unsustainable and could result in 
irreparable damage to the environment. 

"The situation has been endangering the lives of 
millions of people living in south-central Tanzania, 
who are at risk of growing poorer if the environment is 
left in a dilapidated state," Gabagambi warned. Experts 
believe the impact on agriculture and food production 
will extend far beyond the immediate vicinity of the 
river basin, affecting a huge portion of Tanzania's 46 
million people. 

Meanwhile, RWBO officials are concerned about the 
future of the country's hydroelectricity supply. 

Who is to blame? 

Large-scale agriculturalists in the region, who say they 
plan to build adequate irrigation infrastructure, claim 

that smaller farmers access water channels illegally and 
should be made to pay for their water use. 

Managing director of the Kilombero Sugar Company 
Limited, Don Carter Brown, told IPS that small-scale 
farmers "stress the water resources because they are all 
farming and illegally drawing water without paying for 
these rights". 

But small farmers like Mkenda, from the Mbarali 
district, say they have no choice. With changing 
weather patterns, more intensive sun and now a 
shortage of river water, her coffee crop has suffered, 
resulting in even lower income. "We do not have the 
money to put [irrigation infrastructure] in place," she 
said. 

Ironically, it is these small farmers that will be most 
affected by the water shortage as they struggle to eke 
out a living beside a dying river. 

Other experts like Bariki Kaale, an environmental and 
energy specialist with the UN Development 
Programme, blame the problem on "mankind's 
destruction of water sources". He said the Ruaha basin 
used to have a plentiful water supply until all the trees 
were felled. 

His opinion is substantiated by the findings of a report 
submitted to WWF Tanzania on the causes of 
biodiversity loss in the Ruaha catchment area, which 
stated: "Locals [from the] Makete District believe tree 
plantations (especially various species of cypress and 
eucalyptus) are associated with the environmental 
degradation that is taking place in this area. 

"Due to excessive tree felling for timber, some of the 
areas have been cleared and exposed to erosion agents. 
Tree felling for timber and logs has also contributed to 
widespread deforestation in the area leading to soil 
erosion and siltation in the rivers," the report added. 

"We now don't have water for hydropower [and] we 
will have no water for drinking in the near future," the 
UN specialist warned. 

Guardian Global development is supported by the 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.   
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