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Dams in Lesotho  

Mohale Dam in the Maluti Mountains, Lesotho.

 

Katse Dam in Mohotlong, Drakensberg Mountains, Lesotho 

 



Information Note 

The Katse and Mohale dams are part of the Lesotho Highlands Water Project (LHWP) initiated in the 

late 1980s on the basis of a treaty between the Kingdom of Lesotho and South Africa. Another three 

dams on the Senqu (Orange) river are envisaged to complete the project.    

The Katse Dam is the second  largest in Africa (Tekeze Dam completed in 2009 is now the largest). 

Water from the Katse dam travels via a 4m wide, 45 kilometer long tunnel to power a hydroelectric 

station on the border with South Africa at Muela. The dam currently supplies circa 30 m3/s of water 

to South Africa earning $35m. approx. per annum for Lesotho’s Treasury plus a variable royalty 

based on calculated water usage benefits.  

Mohale Dam is linked to the Katse system.  Katse has a modern curved wall structure while Mohale 

employs an earthworks system, mankind’s oldest form of dam building. 

Both dams are situated in areas of outstanding natural beauty which are home to many indigenous 

flora and fauna.  

Diary Entry of the Ambassador Bill Nolanl Sunday 4 November 2001. 

‘Drove to the Katse Dam on Saturday. This remains the largest infra-structural project in Africa at the 

present time. It is being implemented by the Lesotho Highlands Development Authority; most of the 

funding comes from the World Bank, South  Africa and other donors. As always there are problems: 

some relating to charges of kickbacks, corruption and embezzlement; others are engineering and 

geologically related. The main idea behind the whole project is to utilise Lesotho’s principal resource, 

ie water, to meet the growing water needs of South Africa.   

It is over 100 miles from Maseru to Katse. The initial part of the journey takes one north-eastwards 

to Leribe alongside the border with South Africa. From there the road heads south-wards into the 

mountains and for the next 70/80 miles to the dam, it is a bit like crossing over the Conor Pass on 

the Dingle peninsula dozens of times. The head gets lighter and the ears begin to pop as one ascends: 

the highest pass is at 3090 metres, ie well over three times the height of Carantouhill, Ireland’s 

highest mountain.  

All round is a breathtaking high mountain panorama, with fertile valleys in between. Even at this 

elevation, growth is good, though the season is short and winters are very harsh. Cattle and sheep 

graze along the lower mountain reaches, herd-boys keeping a patient watch. Occasionally, older 

Basotho wrapped in blankets and sporting a wide and colourful assortment of head gear gallop by 

on horseback. Donkeys are also much in use bringing sacks of maize home to the mountains from 

villages lower down.  

After a quick lunch at the Katse Inn, we commenced our tour. We began with a visit to the Katse 

Alpine Forest Nursery Project. This is just getting off the ground and will hopefully manage to attract 

adequate funding in the years to come. The idea is to try to ensure the conservation of flora affected 

by the dam and the enormous lake which now adorns much of this part of the Highlands. 

The youthful director of the nursery project seems to have a more ambitious plan in mind. While the 

project will concentrate on conservation and propagation of highlands flora, he hopes to establish a 



comprehensive inventory of all Lesotho flora, together with scientific and folkloric data on each. The 

local medicine men are an invaluable resource in this respect; not only are they able to provide 

detailed information on the various species found in different areas, they are also, of course, an 

unequalled repository of information on the beliefs and uses attaching to each species of plant or 

shrub.  

The director showed us the propagation and bedding sheds which are already in use and we 

surveyed the stretch of mountainside over- looking the dam which will be planted over in the years 

to come. It is an exciting project; I hope he gets the resources he needs to realise his dreams. 

The close-up view just below the dam is awesome. It is a double-walled concave structure 185 

metres high, which means it is almost as high as the cliffs of Moher on the west coast of Clare. The 

valley is relatively narrow at this location which must have facilitated design and construction 

considerably. The photographic display in the visitors centre illustrates the preliminaries very well. 

Firstly, the river running along the valley had to be diverted. This was accomplished by means of a 

tunnel cut into the side of the mountain: the entrance just above the dam site, the exit just below. 

The site thus cleared of running water, the foundations of the massive double wall structure were 

dug out.  

The photograph of the foundation trenches is particularly impressive, as if a gigantic JCB had 

inflicted a deep wound running right across the valley floor and up both sides almost to the 

mountain top. The total length of the foundation trench must have been about a mile I would guess 

and deep enough to enclose the massive walls and hold them firm against time and the elements for 

the ages to come.  

Now the valley floor has disappeared - but only on one side of the dam. Above it, a wide lake laps an 

artificial “shoreline” along the mountainside where cattle and sheep grazed until a few years ago. 

The remains of abandoned villages slowly disintegrate beneath the waters. Below the dam, we see 

the valley as it has been for a very long time: the river is little more than a stream but trees and 

shrubs abound along its banks and patches of cultivation are etched out here and there, shades of 

reddish brown earth warming to the high bright sun of a southern spring day.   

Following construction of the dam, the little river is now fed by means of a high-powered jet of 

water which gushes out from the lower reaches of the dam wall. The jet falls across a wide pool 

specially laid out at the base of the wall and enclosed a little further on by a low holding wall 

designed to still the rush of water and release it gently downstream to resume its natural course. 

The design enables the operator to increase or decrease the flow of water downstream in 

accordance with local conditions and the needs of the inhabitants. This idea is as old as history. The 

very beginnings of our modern world are closely linked to the organisational abilities of the great 

river valley civilisations to harness and utilise the flow of water. 

Our guide next took us inside the walls of the Katse dam. A friend said she felt like an actor in a 

James Bond movie, but the experience reminded me eerily of a visit I made many years ago to the 

old caserne at Verdun with its thick concrete walls and its damp grey internal tunnels running off 

into the darkness like passageways of the damned. Katse tunnels are quite new, of course, but they 

convey the impression of another world, a subterranean water world peopled by a powerful force 

which we could hear but not see. On one side lay the valley drowned beneath the waters of Katse 



lake which towered above us. On the other side we could glimpse at certain points the valley as it 

was before the deluge and the dam. Beneath us the hiss and roar of the water jet suffused the damp 

air incessantly like a trapped and angry beast from the pages of Tolkien.  

I think we all felt a sense of relief when released from the insides of the dam. Later, nerves were 

soothed as we walked along the top of the wall and looked down at the remaining part of the high, 

ancient mountain valley now forever cut off from its upper reaches by a great grey slab of man-

made wall which when viewed from a distance looks surprisingly at ease as it rests its massive 

shoulders along the sides of Lesotho’s endless highlands.  

 

 


