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SMALL HYDROPOWER

The limited number of microhydro projects in Africa 
has resulted in few people with practical experience in 
the technologies involved. Gaul et al. (2010) identify four 
approaches to address this deficit:
 • Establish international or regional knowledge networks 

and induce foreign expertise by training local technicians.
	 •		Strengthen technical schools and science institutes to 

build up local capacity. 
	 •		Project-driven approach, involving local engineers in the 

planning and implementation of projects and at the same 
time building up their skills. 

	 •		Technology transfer either north – south or south – south. 
Particularly, the small hydro expertise in countries like 
Nepal and Indonesia could be targeted for technology 
transfer.

oPPortunities For rehaBilitation oF olD sites
With the renewed interest in the technology of small 
hydropower, partly fuelled by recent electricity shortages 
and the introduction of favourable feed in tariffs for electricity 
generated by hydro, it is becoming more and more viable 
to look at old disused sites. Although proper statistics are 
not available, discussions with local experts do reveal large 
numbers of old hydro sites that could be reinstated. Some 
sites might only have (part of) the civil works still in place while 
others might be more or less complete. In any case they do 
share the benefit of a new hydro resource that can be used.

An example is the hydrostation that is incorporated in the 
Hartbeespoort Dam in South Africa, which serves as storage 
for a large irrigation scheme. This 37 kW hydroelectric plant 
was installed in 1924 when the dam was built and operated 
and delivered electricity around the dam for about 40 years. 
The system was finally decommissioned in the mid 1960s. 
Although out of operation for almost 50 years, all infrastructure 
in terms of civil works is still in existence. In rudimentary form 

the mechanical and electrical installations are still in place as 
well, but are certainly outdated. The irrigation scheme does 
guarantee the supply of water and with new equipment and a 
possible slight adjustment of the location of the plant, hydro 
generation at a much higher rate than the old station will 
definitely be possible.

ConClusions
Although a limited number of small hydro stations are  
operating on the African continent at the moment, several 
initiatives are on the way to change this situation. With the 
creation of an enabling environment that deals with the barriers 
identified in this article it is anticipated that more developments 
will see the light. This could be either new, greenfield stations 
or the rehabilitation of old stations that are currently out of 
operation.

 Critical in the development of any hydro scheme is 
attention to the model applied for the operation of the 
scheme to ensure the sustainable provision of energy to the 
beneficiaries. ESI
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Interior of the old hydroelectric station at the Hartebeespoort Dam in South Africa.
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facilitating power distribution in the region


