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CASE STUDY 

The Highlands Water Project in 

Lesotho - water supply and 

hydroelectricity 
Lesotho is an LEDC in southern Africa with an abundance 

of water. It is completely surrounded by South Africa, which 

is a much richer country and also short of water. This 

circumstance has led to the ambitious Lesotho Highlands 

Water Project - one of Africa's largest engineering schemes. 

The project involves damming some of Lesotho's major 

rivers - most of which flow south into the Senqu (known to 

South Africans as the Orange River). This damming process 

has created large artificial lakes. The water from the lakes 

is then diverted north (through tunnels under the mountains) 

to South African rivers. These rivers lead to the Vaal. Dam, 

which supplies the densely populated, urban and industrial 

region around Johannesburg and Pretoria. 

South Africa pays Lesotho royalties of around 

US$1.5 million a month for this water supply. The project 

was first thought of in the 1950s, but the treaty formalising 

the project was not signed until 1986. 
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Fig. 11.36 Lesotho is entirely surrounded by South Africa 

The project's objectives 

!) To provide funds for Lesotho by transferring water from 

the catchment of the Senqu/Orange river in Lesotho 

to meet the growing demand for water in South Africa's 

major industrial and population centres. 

!) To generate hydroelectric power for Lesotho. 

!) To promote the general development of the remote and 

underdeveloped mountain regions of Lesotho. 

!) To provide water for irrigation and drinking water supply. 

The project's progress 

Phase IA 

!) Completed in 1998. 

!) The Katse Dam was built on the Malibamatso River 

(see Fig. 11.26). It is the tallest dam in Africa at 186 

metres high - the size of a 52-storey building. 

!) The Matsoku weir and tunnel collect water from an 

input on the Matsoku River to the east. 

!) A 48.2 kilometre-long tunnel transfers water from the 

Katse reservoir to the Muela hydroelectric power station 

in northern Lesotho. 

!) A delivery tunnel draws water from Muela and carries 

it underneath the Caledon River at the Lesotho/South 

Africa border and empties it into rivers that eventually 

flow into the Vaal River towards Johannesburg. 

Phase IB 

!) Completed in 2002. 

!) The Mohale Dam was built on the Senqunyane River. 

!) A tunnel transfers water between Mohale and the Katse 

reservoir. 

!) The system is interconnected in such a way that water 

may be transferred in either direction for storage in 

Mohale, or for transfer to South Africa through the 

Katse reservoir. 
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Fig. 11.37 A map of the Lesotho Highlands Water Project 
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