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Abstract: Tanzania and her neighbors, Malawi, share the Songwe river water and it is the border of the 
two countries. The Songwe River is undergoing continuous meandering processes downstream of the 
Karonga -Tukuyu main road bridge. The small gradient encouraging flooding and high silt load 
deposition has caused the river to change its course on a number of occasions. Maps of various 
editions based on aerial photos of 1969 and 1978/82 show the river following different alignment. The 
nation’s freshwater is a basic natural resource, which sustains life and provides for various social and 
economic needs. Water is fundamental for food security, domestic-urban and rural water supply and 
sanitation, for generation of electricity, for industrial production and mining, for livestock, wildlife and 
fisheries resources. The local population are also telling about land being taken by river on one bank 
and given to the country on the opposite bank. That is river is particularly unstable, with variations in 
location of river course of up to 2500m(2.5Km) over bank floods do occur every year lasting 2 to 4 days. 
They can be destructive, leading to the collapse of houses. Since the present treaty between Malawi 
and Tanzania is that the border lies along the thalweg of the river, the border itself should not move its 
location from year to year. The methods or measures for stabilizing the course of the Songwe River fall 
under the broad categories of Structural and Non-Structural. Water disaster management between the 
two countries has been based on limited co-ordination and inadequate real time information thus 
focusing on remedial actions rather than on preventive approaches. The hazards under consideration 
are those of extreme natural events such as floods and droughts, and those related to human activities 
like accidental spills of hazardous wastes.   However, water being considered a key factor in the socio-
economic development and the fight against poverty, deliberate efforts are therefore being made on the 
management of the Songwe River Basin in order to sustain the desired pattern of growth and 
consumption, and to ensure that all the socio-economic activities in the basin maximize their 
capacities.  This entails cooperation of Tanzania and Malawi in stabilization of the river course, 
integrated planning, development and river basin management in support of flood control, food security 
and poverty reduction as well as environmental safeguards.   

 
 
Introduction 
 
Tanzania and her neighbour, Malawi, share the Songwe river water and it is the border of the two countries. The 
Songwe River is undergoing a continuous meandering processes downstream of the Karonga -Tukuyu main 
road bridge. The small gradient encouraging flooding and high silt load deposition has caused the river to 
change its course on a number of occasions. Maps of various editions based on aerial photos of 1969 and 
1978/82 show the river following different alignment. 
 
The local population are also telling about land being taken by river on one bank and given to the country on the 
opposite bank. That is river is particularly unstable, with variations in location of river course of up to 
2500m(2.5Km) over bank floods do occur every year lasting 2 to 4 days. They can be destructive, leading to the 
collapse of houses. Since the present treaty between Malawi and Tanzania is that the border lies along the 
thalweg of the river, the border itself should not move its location from year to year. The methods or measures 
for stabilizing the course of the Songwe River fall under the broad categories of Structural and Non-Structural. 
 
Water disaster management between the two countries has been based on limited co-ordination and 
inadequate real time information thus focusing on remedial actions rather than on preventive approaches. The 
hazards under consideration are those of extreme natural events such as floods and droughts, and those 
related to human activities like accidental spills of hazardous wastes. 
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The course of the Songwe River is unstable over a meandering reach, 29 Km long, immediately prior to its 
outfall into Lake Nyasa.   The direct distance of the reach (without meandering) is 16 Km. 
The sideways extent of channel changes carves from 150m near the start, up to 2500m near the outfall. These 
changes of channel cause difficulties or conflicts to two groups, that are the governments and the farmers.  The 
international border between the two counties follows the central - longitudinal section of the river course.  
Therefore stabilizing the river course is the two governments overriding concern. 
 
To the farmer cultivating land close to the river, changes in the river channel can lead to sudden loss of some or 
all of their land during one flood season.  Once their land falls under the jurisdiction of the opposite country, 
they lose the right to cultivate that land and this situation may last for several years.  Changes to the channel 
course can also cause farmers’ houses to be damaged or destroyed. 
 
The Secondary problem is that of the annual floods, in which the Songwe river overtops its bunks during March 
and April.  For a period of 4 to 6 days, living for people in the villages close to the river or flood plain becomes 
very unpleasant.  The fields are inundated for a period up to one month, and covered with sediment. 
 
The objectives of the study are the following: 

a) Determine both technically and economically the best optional method for stabilizing the course of the 
Songwe River, thereby, ensuring a stable and definitive international boundary between the two countries. 

b) Prepare a Songwe River Basin Development plan for the development of hydropower, irrigation, land 
reclamation, river training, etc.  As part of ensuring the Success of objective (a) above. 

 
Stabilization of the Course of the Songwe River 
 
The stabilization of the course of the Songwe River is a joint multipurpose project between the Government of 
the United Republic of Tanzania and the Government of the Republic of Malawi. 
 
The Nordic Development Fund (NDF) has granted a credit to both Governments towards the cost of the 
feasibility study. The Nordic A.S in association with COWI, DHI Water and Envi ronment, and W$PES are the 
Consultant.  The Preliminary study commenced on 1 July 2001. 
 
Structural Options 
 
There are five broad options for the stabilization of the river course in the reach across the lower flood plain: 
a) Excavate a new channel 
b) Construct riverbank protection works along the reaches where erosion is most active. 
c) Demarcate a line of control on each side of the river within which the meandering channel will be contained 

by bank protection works. 
d) Construct one or more reservoirs in the up stream basin to store the peak of the flood waves, thus reducing 

the morphological activity in the channel downstream. 
e) Divert the flood peaks to the Kiwira River. 
 
Non-Structural Options 
 
Watershed protection: One option is to encourage watershed management techniques, such as reforestation, 
contour burring, and other preventive measures in the upstream catchment. To reduce the amount of overland 
flow, erosion, and river sediment. Flood warning: Even if the Songwe River channel itself is stabilized, it may be 
that over bank flooding will still occur on a regular basis. Therefore, one possible option is to install a flood 
warning system to give the inhabitants of the flood plain prior notice that a large flood is occurring up stream. 
The warning will give time to the people to take precautions such as moving to another area or erecting 
platforms above the level of the highest floodwaters. 
 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) 
 
The SADC protocol on shared watercourse systems which came into force in September 1998 and to which 
both Tanzania and Malawi are parties, emphasizes maintenance of a balance between development and 
conservation, and equitable exploitation of resources. The environmental polices of Tanzania and Malawi seek 
to promote the sustainable use and Management of natural resources.  The policies emphasizes the 
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Empowerment of local communities in the management of their natural resources, expecting a popular 
participation in natural resource management to promote social equity and direct public investment. As such, 
any new development activity of the Songwe River Basin should satisfy all the stakeholders and be in line with 
the national policies (e.g. subjection to ETA process) 
 
The proposed development opportunities 
 
Apart from stabilizing the course of the river and considering possibilities of reducing severe floods, the 
preliminary study based on the most feasible technical/ economic, social and environmental options, will assist 
the two governments to explore and exploit the development opportunities for the Songwe basin of the options.  
Such development opportunities should be those that are in line with the national development policies of the 
two counties, but also consistent with the needs of the basin. Because of the environmental and socio-
economic setting of the Songwe River Basin the following developmental objectives are identified for the basin: 

a) Increasing agricultural production to ensure food security and alleviating poverty 
b) Sustainable exploitation of the water resources/ infrastructure development 
c) Conservation/ sustainable exploitation of the natural resources 

 
Under each objective, a number of developmental activities have been identified. Existing project activities have 
been identified.  These include agriculture related activities infrastructure projects and other development 
projects as follows: 

a) Agricultural related projects/ activities: 
Mixed cropping, irrigation, Soil Conservation and Drainage, Rice processing, Coffee plantations, Dip 
tanks, and Market analyses 

b) Infrastructure projects / activities 
Dams - hydropower generation for rural electrification, reservoirs for irrigation, water supply fishery 
tourism and flood control 

 
Road construction- the road network will be carefully planned to serve both construction objectives and the 
needs of the local communities in future. Project buildings - the buildings should serve “post construction” 
purposes, as schools, store houses, clinics, etc.  Therefore, the buildings should be constructed for long time 
use. 
 
Other projects and activities: 
 

a) Trade - An improved road network including bridges over Songwe River will stimulate trade.  Possibly, a 
free trading zone can be instituting the bordering districts. 

b) Fishponds - On the plateau, where irrigation is also feasible, there is a possibility for fishponds. 
c) Hotels and beaches - There are possibilities for development of tourism 

 
Output of the Study 
 
Preliminary Study has been carried out for the stabilization of the Songwe river course in order to isolate five 
possible options for the stabilization of the river course. Following the Preliminary Study, it was expected that 
three options should be pursued further at Feasibility level be selected in order to arrive at one option for the 
Implementation stage. However, it was realized that conducting a feasibility study on three options would be 
lengthy and costly. Hence, one combined option was selected, that is, a combination of storage reservoirs and 
bank protection works along the reaches where erosion is most active. 
 
Water use conflicts will probably not be significant in allocation of releases for hydropower and irrigation; 
however, it has been found that there are potential conflicts between flood control and hydropower. The need to 
keep empty reservoir volume in advance of the flood season reduces hydropower production potential. Since the 
main objective of the study is the stabilization of the river course and development of the basin, it is possible 
that flood control will take the priority. 
 
River stabilization will require more comprehensive hydraulic modeling with considerable new maps and aerial 
photos, and many river cross-sections. It also requires considerable data collection, model calibration and 
analysis. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
The water conflicts and problems thereof have now leads to cooperation between Tanzania and Malawi, the 
riparian countries, in water resources management. Development opportunities, which have been identified, are 
socio-economic benefits resulting from trans-boundary water resources management of the Songwe River 
Basin. For flood mitigation, dams are important structures for storing water, regulating flows and containing 
floods. However, by establishing a dam and a reservoir in a watercourse the element of risk is automatically 
introduced to the people living downstream, to their environment and property. Construction of Dams upstream 
residential areas can result in loss of life and property when a failure occurs to the dams. Therefore, a thorough 
study for preventive actions should be done. Dam developers will be required to prepare dam safety monitoring 
plan and implement them in accordance with the established procedures 
 
Water disaster management in both countries has been based on limited inter-sectoral co-ordination and 
inadequate real time information, thus focusing on remedial actions rather than on preventive approaches. 
These floods have resulted in losses of property and life, and damage to infrastructure. Cooperate management 
of disasters in the basin will include detailed monitoring and early warning systems, and emergency 
preparedness. Sedimentation of reservoirs is also a problem as it reduces storage capacities The Songwe River 
Basin exhibit unique characteristics and a complex range of water management issues and challenges. A 
framework for the management and utilization of the Songwe River Basin will be developed, based on the need 
for fostering regional cooperation. There are a number of challenges in the management and development of the 
water resources in the Songwe River Basin.  These challenges include competition and conflicts among users, 
growing degradation of the resources from the cumulative consequences of inadequate water allocation 
decisions, pollution, weeds and the introduction of alien species. There are also increasing challenges of 
managing multiple transboundary water resources. 
 


