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Figure 3.11 : Orange River Basin

The Orange River is the largest river in Africa south of the Zambezi, with a virgin mean annual runoff
estimated at between 11 000 and 12 000 Mm’. The total Orange River catchment has a surface area in
excess of 1 million km*®, and is divided between four countries. Most of the runoff is generated on South
African territory, followed by Lesotho and then Namibia. Some of these contributions are highly variable
including that from the Fish River in Namibia. Nevertheless, well in excess of 480 Mm?®/a is contributed by
runoff from Namibian territory. As a result of a major dam building programme and large-scale irrigation
projects in South Africa over the last thirty years, the mean annual runoff in the lower reaches of the Orange
River has been cut by nearly two thirds. In addition to more than a dozen dams, including three particularly
large ones, there are also a number of transfer schemes in operation in South Africa, which bring water to
the Vaal River from other parts of the Orange River catchment in order that the Gauteng Region has
sufficient water. The most recent and largest of these is the Lesotho Highlands Water Scheme. All this
development has had a huge impact on the natural flow in the river further downstream where it forms the
border between Namibia and South Africa. The environmental impact has undoubtedly been considerable,
both along the length of the Lower Orange River, and at the mouth, which is an important RAMSAR site.




