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EXPERT INTERVIEWS IN THE ZAMBEZI RIVER BASIN

overrun by economically stronger actors 

and concerns of a future loss of potential 

benefits due to reduced water availabi-

lity leads to a hard negotiation process 

and to the reluctance of Zambia. Talking 

to officials in this country is therefore a 

delicate task. As the only country that 

has not signed the actual agreement so 

far, they fear making wrong statements.

My two-month trip to the area was in 

many respects very enriching, but also  

challenging. This report highlights 

some of my experiences during my field 

research for my PhD related to water use 

in southern Africa.

The preparation for my two-month trip 

to Zambia, Zimbabwe, and Mozambique 

started several months before I arrived. It 

included ascertaining my exact goals and 

fitting them within in the scope of my 

research, designing questionnaires for 

different types of interviewees, identifi-

cation of possible interview partners and 

of course administrative organization of 

accommodation, trips, financing, and 

visas necessary to visit all the countries.  

The goals when I arrived in September in 

Lusaka were manifold. Speaking to deci-

sion makers and experts in the basin, 

I wanted to get a better impression of 

present challenges in the Zambezi River 

Basin. As water use in the area is not 

at all fully developed and still reveals a 

big potential I wanted to identify why 

ongoing negotiations are so difficult and 

what people have to deal with in terms 

of water use in the area.

Besides getting a better feeling for what 

is going on in the basin, I needed to get 

more information about interactions 

between the different countries and sta-

keholders and to have more information 

about actual management practices 

implemented in the area of the Zambezi 

River. 

One of the most difficult tasks was pro-

bably to identify possible interviewees 

and contact them. I wrote emails, asked 

around, and called to make appoint-

ments, trying to establish my own net-

work of possible collaborators. The res-

ponse I had before I started my trip was 

more than scanty. My goal to interview 

50 people in two months seemed very 

hard to achieve and when I boarded the 

airplane in Zurich I had only one single 

willing person who told me to call him 

as soon as I got there.

With a voice recorder, paper and enough 

cash at hand, I arrived in Lusaka. The first 

interview I did was with Prof. Imasiku 

Nyambe from the School of Mines at 

the University of Zambia. Dedicated to 

supporting the Zambia national water 

policy, he is a leading opinion maker in 

the area and I knew he had many con-

tacts who could refer me to other poten-

tial interviewees. I had to interview him 

on the same day that I arrived, after a 

fourteen-hour flight. I was quite tired, 
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Christopher Chileshe, deputy director 

of the Ministry of Water Affairs in Zam-

bia stares at me reluctantly: "You ask for 

thirty minutes interview? There is not-

hing to say. I�ll give you maximum five 

minutes!� 

One day before I have to leave Zambia 

and after two months fighting to have 

this interview, I feel something between 

disappointment, resignation and help-

lessness. Having been quite a while in 

Zambia, Zimbabwe and Mozambique 

I had been speaking to ministers, local 

leaders, experts and officials in the three 

countries. But official Zambia seems to 

be a hard nut to crack, at least when it 

comes to talks about transboundary 

water management in the area. They 

are in the middle of a very sensitive pro-

cess related to a new agreement. As the 

biggest riparian country with a share of 

more than 42% of the entire Zambezi 

River Basin, Zambia wants to have a say 

according to their size among the other 

riparian countries. Fears about being 
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but as he was leaving the next day I 

had to catch him, as he was my first and 

only predictable victim. He was very res-

ponsive to my questions and about the 

connections of water use and state sove-

reignty in his country including future 

plans and visions present in the basin. 

Most importantly, as the first contact I 

had, he gave me some contact telephone 

numbers of my next informants and of 

people who could be of interest to me.

The first evening and the following Sun-

day I listened to the interview again, 

transcribing it and reviewing the setup 

of my questions. As I had the impression 

that some questions were definitely 

obsolete and some important ones mis-

sing, I worked intensively on revising my 

interview outline.

I decided not to write anymore emails 

to possible interviewees but just to call 

them directly on the phone. The response 

was much better, and even though no 

one is waiting around for a PhD student 

to ask questions, I immediately got two 

more interviews. No appointment neces-

sary, just a "can you come just now?� 

happened more than once in the follo-

wing two months.

This way I had the opportunity in the 

first week to meet decision makers in 

the ministry of agriculture, to visit one 

of the biggest sugar cane farms in the 

area, and to meet people from NGO�s 

and from the national hydropower sup-

ply company.

It was my plan to continue to Zimbabwe, 

which is the second biggest riparian 

country in the Zambezi River Basin. 

Besides many other important actors in 

Harare, the seat of the Southern African 

Power Pool (SAPP) is there, too. This is 

the most important coordinating actor 

in terms of hydropower development 

in the whole of southern Africa and had 

been on my list too.

Being aware of the present difficult poli-

tical situation in Zimbabwe and follo-

wing the advice of several local people, 

I decided to drive from Lusaka to Harare 

by car on my own. Taking food and 

enough fuel with me, I drove together 

with a local guide. This was because I 

knew that crossing the border between 

Zambia and Zimbabwe was pretty deli-

cate and some areas were prone to rob-

bery. Arriving late in a completely dark 

Harare (there was almost no electricity 

due to the current crisis), I said goodbye 

to my guide and headed to my hotel. In 

dire need of a beer, I was truly amazed 

when the bartender asked me for four 

trillion Zimbabwean dollars. I didn�t yet 

know that the price, after only a week, 

or only bread or just improvised combi-

nations of different dishes which were 

sold by all types of snake-oil salesmen 

who had popping up during this hyper-

inflation period.

As a result of some contacts I established 

before in Zambia, I had the opportunity 

to meet the director of the Depart-

ment of Water Affairs who works for 

the present government as well as Mrs. 

Bangile Ndiweni, director of ZINWA, the 

para-governmental water supply com-

pany. Even though officially supporting 

the actual policy of "the Old Man", as 

they call President Mugabe, they were 

very skeptical about the happenings in 

their own country. It was obvious that 

support and loyalty towards the official 

state is modest, and they admitted 

there had been mismanagement in the 

state and a huge reduction in agricultu-

ral production due to the expulsion of 

the white farmers. Not even having the 

means to buy the most essential che-

micals for water purification, they also 

raised concerns about water-related 

health and the danger of cholera, which 

was denied by the official government 

at this time.

To get the full picture of what is going 

on in Zimbabwe, I wanted to speak to 

one member of the MDC, the opposition 

party, which was currently threatened 

due to ongoing negotiations with Zanu 

PF, the governing party. I asked the Swiss 

Ambassador in Harare if such a meeting 

would be possible, and he encouragin-

gly gave me a telephone number of Elias 

Mudzuri, the former mayor of Harare. 

He is a hydraulic engineer by training 

himself but was expelled from his office 

due to his political orientation. Now he 

was in the core team of Morgan Tsvangi-

rai and I wanted to speak to him. 

The telephone number given by the 

Swiss Embassy was disconnected but I 

found out about the possibility of at least 

contacting the MDC, the opposing party. 

After a James Bond-like investigation 

had already trebled; this meant I had to 

hand over 120 of these one-hundred-bil-

lion-dollar bills. Having to pay (illegally) 

two US dollars instead of the local cur-

rency, I asked myself how I would orga-

nize my journey through Zimbabwe with 

such tempestuous currency devaluation. 

In the end the problem was not too big 

because there was simply nothing to 

buy. Literally all the shops were comple-

tely empty. Only relying on some limited 

illegal commerce, it was difficult even for 

the hotel to get food. "Breakfast inclu-

ded� sometimes meant having only tea 
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Zambezi. As a highly influential traditi-

onal leader, with his kingdom covering 

areas from DRC, Zambia, Namibia and 

Zimbabwe, I could only get hold of him 

by driving to his village and asking for 

him. I had only two days left to drive to 

Livingstone, meet him by chance, and 

drive back. When I arrived in his village 

near the Victoria Falls, people told me he 

was just going to Lusaka to get a dele-

gation of high Chinese officials. "But 

maybe,� I was told, "you can meet him 

very early the next morning�. So I post-
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consisting of telephone calls, callbacks, 

exchanges of small pieces of paper, more 

callbacks and meeting with someone 

from the MDC in their heavily guarded 

main seat � I all of a sudden received a 

call from Elias Mudzuri: "You have to be 

at my house in one hour. I can meet you.� 

One hour later, taking a taxi and not my 

own car, I was sitting in the garden of a 

villa under a palm tree speaking to him 

about water use in Zimbabwe and also 

about the current situation in his coun-

try, plans of the MDC and the expulsion 

of the white farmers.

After one month being in the area, I 

was motivated by the previous success 

of meeting to establish more contacts 

with important decision-makers and 

experts in the area; going to offices and 

asking for the right person was in this 

context the appropriate strategy. To esta-

blish contacts, it helped a lot to mention 

other people I was in contact with. This 

led even some very reluctant people to at 

least give me the chance to meet them.

The following three weeks, after lea-

ving Zimbabwe, I spent in Mozambique 

where I visited the very impressing 

Cahora Bassa dam, places near the delta 

and people in the capital, Maputo. As a 

country situated mostly downstream, 

people were very collaborative as it was 

obviously in their interest to be best pro-

tected from upstream water diversion 

and to push for continuation of ongoing 

negotiations.

Because people mainly spoke Portu-

guese, it was not always easy to com-

municate. I traveled for days in the hot 

bus, squished between people and farm 

products. Towards the end of my last 

week I went back to Zambia and visited a 

huge copper mine. I met the head of the 

Zambezi River Authority and some other 

people I could not catch at the beginning 

when I was in Zambia. 

My final challenge was to get hold of 

Chief Mukuni, the traditional owner of 

the Victoria Falls, which are part of the 

poned my drive back to Lusaka for a few 

hours and drove (at 6am) to Mukuni Vil-

lage. Prepared for the traditional recep-

tion ceremony where you have to deliver 

some sugar or a symbolic present to the 

village, clap hands and bow, I eventually 

met the chief in front of his throne. Very 

impressed by his entrepreneurial spi-

rit and the support he is giving to his 

people, the chief, a qualified economist, 

showed me around his village providing 

me with a lot of information and even 

introducing me to the Chinese delega-

tion which had just arrived.

On my last day in Zambia I had my final 

and probably most difficult interview. 

It was with Christopher Chileshe, who 

originally hadn�t wanted to talk to me. 

Only through all the contacts I estab-

lished so far, he probably felt obliged to 

meet me. Having given me five minutes, 

and after a very difficult start, I left his 

office a bit more than half an hour later. 

With a smile on his face, he reminded me 

to come back, if I needed anything. As it 

happened, I didn't get much information 

out of him. Nevertheless at least, I gai-

ned some confidence.

After two month traveling, emailing, 

phoning, and talking, I was happy to 

get back to Switzerland. I was comple-

tely exhausted, but having had almost 

50 interviews, I was satisfied with what 

I got.
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