
Every year, southern Africa’s 

rainy season fills the region’s 

rivers. In the Limpopo River 

basin, new water from the 

river’s tributaries brings breed-

ing places for birds, fish and 

other aquatic life, and rich silts 

to farmers living and working 

along its banks. It also means, 

in some cases, disaster: severe 

flooding that erodes land and 

destroys property, natural re-

sources and people. 

Climate change is bringing 

more extreme weather events 

and, with it, more frequent 

heavy flooding in the Limpo-

po. In 2000 and 2013, Limpo-

po floods cost Mozambique 

more than a billion dollars in 

damage and the lives of 200 

people. There is every indica-

tion that extreme floods will 

come to the region more often. 

An important economic impact 

of the flooding is the disrup-

tion of farming in the Lower 

Limpopo Valley. The vast 

floodplain of the lower Limpo-

po is the home of the largest 

irrigation scheme in the coun-

try, producing rice, maize and 

vegetables for local sale and 

export. Every time the Limpo-

po rises high over its banks, 

farmers and their families are 

displaced, crops destroyed, 

irrigation pipes broken and 

salty soil left behind. 

 

 

Flood damaged roads 

Manage the Floods:  
Securing Lives, Livelihoods and Ecological Assets 

The government of Mozam-

bique is working with weather 

and water offic ia ls in 

LIMCOM’s member states to 

improve early warning systems 

so that Mozambique can alert 

residents and businesses earlier 

about potential flooding. Peo-

ple living in the floodplain are 

being encouraged to make their 

permanent homes on higher 

land. Repair of roads, houses 

and irrigation systems are un-

derway. 

LIMCOM’s member states 

need to work together urgently  

to coordinate planning for land 

use and dam management to 

make sure that upstream activi-

ties are supporting this work. 

  

Preventing Disasters 
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Upstream activities can affect 

the quantity and impact of 

floods in Mozambique: 

 Erosion of stream banks 

from cutting of trees along 

the river 

 deepening of channels 

through unregulated sand 

mining 

 extraction and diversion of 

water from the river and 

its tributaries 

 lack of precision in dam 

management  

 urbanisation 
Resettlement center, temporary shelters, Mozambique  



The Science behind the Issue   

Changing rain patterns affect flooding. The land acts 

as a sponge, absorbing the first rains. When more 

rain comes, it absorbs less and less. At some point 

the land becomes totally saturated and the water 

quickly runs off the surface. The recent extreme 

floods in Mozambique have been linked to global 

weather patterns that bring cyclones and more rain. 

Records show a gradual worsening of the extent and 

severity of rainfall events in the region.  

Upstream dams have the potential to help lessen 

severe flooding by releasing water before the new 

rainfall reaches the dam. In the past, dam managers 

have been reluctant to do this as their job is to en-

sure that enough water is stored to meet the water 

needs of people and industry, and storage dams have 

been designed with only small release gates. 

Dams also affect the natural flow of the river by pre-

venting the small floods that would normally take 

place. Without these small floods, the river bed gets 

smaller; big trees grow close to the banks, and people 

build closer to the river. When a large flood comes, 

there is not as much space in the river for the water. 

If people have also been taking water from the river 

for agriculture or industry, there is even less water to 

maintain the natural stream flow. Cleared land, lack 

of vegetation caused by overgrazing and drought, 

and growing urban areas also increase the amount of 

runoff from rains. 
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The USAID RESILIM Program supports the LIMPOPO Watercourse Commission (LIMCOM) in helping the people and ecosys-

tems of the Limpopo River Basin to adapt to climate change  through effective transboundary water management.  

LIMCOM’s Integrated Water Resources Management plan has identified disaster prevention as a key challenge in the Limpopo Basin. 

Satellite Close-up of Flooding at Chokwe, Mozambique, January 25, 2013, 

This work is supported by LIMCOM international cooperation partners  

Transport means of the population—during the period of high rain fall, 

Muzinguane, Mozambique  
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