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Once Upon a Time an Opará – an Ocean River
by Lucigleide Nery Nascimento1

Kn its nearly Ϯ,ϳϬϬ kilometer-long northǁard and then eastǁard ũourney to the �tlanƟc Kcean, the São 
Francisco River drains eight percent of �raǌil s͛ territory ;&igure ϭͿ, an area of the siǌe of Spain, Wortugal and 
�enmark combined, mostly consisƟng of Savannah and Steppe biomes. dhe basin is home to almost ϴй of 
�raǌil s͛ populaƟon ;C�,S& ϮϬϬϰͿ, and tǁo sentences deĮne the river s͛ importance and the locals͛ depen-
dence on it: ͞if the São Francisco Ziver dies, it ǁill be the end of us all͖͟ and ͞there is no life ǁithout the 
São Francisco͟ ;Clothes ǁasher ηϭ, Wersonal CommunicaƟon, Ϭϭ �ug ϮϬϬϲ, Juazeiro-��͖ Clothes ǁasher ηϮ, 
Wersonal CommunicaƟon, ϭϲ Day ϮϬϬϳ, Pirapora-DGͿ. /ndeed, according to a maũor �raǌilian literary ǁriter, 
GuimarĆes Zosa ;ϭϵϬϴ-ϭϵϲϳͿ, in the backlands of the Eortheast, the Sertão, the ͞São Francisco is the only 
river,͟  the ͞capital river͟ ;Zosa ϭϵϴϯ, p. ϱϱ, p. ϮϮϬͿ. /t is hydrologically and socially important. /t is one of only 
a feǁ permanent sources of ǁater for many. Some ĮŌy-seven percent of the basin is located in a drought-
prone semi-arid climaƟc ǌone ;C�,S& ϮϬϬϰͿ.

Watershed vs. Country Area
Source: derived from georeferenced data available from  
http://siscom.ibama.gov.br/shapes visited on Kctober ϭϬ,  
ϮϬϬϵ ;/��D� ϮϬϬϵͿ.

1 >ucigleide Eery Eascimento holds a �.S in �conomics, an D.S. in Eatural Zesources ʹ �nvironmental ConservaƟon, and a Wh�. 
in Eatural Zesources and �nvironmental Studies. She is a Specialist in WroducƟon of �conomic, Social and Geoenvironmental 
informaƟon at the Superintendence of �conomic and Social Studies of �ahia ;Especialista em Produção de Informações Econômi-
cas, Sociais e Geoambientais at Superintendência de Estudos Econômicos e Sociais da BahiaͿ - S�/, Salvador, �ahia, �raǌil. dhe 
vieǁs and opinions eǆpressed in this arƟcle are those of the author and do not necessarily reŇect the oĸcial policy or posiƟon of 
any agency of the �ahian government.   
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/ndigenous naƟve people, ǁhite �uropeans, and �frican slaves and escapees comprised the inhabitants of 
the basin during �raǌilian colonial Ɵmes ;ϭϱϬϬ-ϭϴϭϱͿ ;CK��s�S& ϭϵϳϴͿ. dhe river served tǁo maũor purposes 
for the naƟon: ;ϭͿ its resources alloǁed populaƟon settlement in the basin, and ;ϮͿ the main course and its 
tributaries linked inland regions, ǁhich could be accessed by boat ;Zocha ϭϵϴϯͿ ;&igure ϮͿ. dhe indigenous 
naƟve people, the Tupi, named it the Kcean Ziver ;OparáͿ, on account of its dimensions. 

 

/n �raǌil, from the ϭϵϯϬs to early ϭϵϵϬs, the state invested in the provision of basic inputs and infrastructure 
in the naƟon. �y the ϭϵϱϬs, electricity shortages and a groǁing demand for energy caused by urbaniǌa-
Ɵon-cum-industrialiǌaƟon challenged �raǌilian development ;�reǁer for dhe Eeǁ zork dimes ϮϬ Eov ϭϵϱϰͿ 
and inŇuenced the government-insƟgated changes. dhe Įrst staƟon producing electricity on a large scale, 
Paulo Afonso I, ǁent online in ϭϵϱϰ. dhrough poǁer lines, electricity started to Ňoǁ outǁard from the valley 
in the same year ;C,�S& ϭϵϵϴͿ. doday ;ϮϬϭϳͿ, nine dams govern the Ňoǁ of the Velho Chico ;�lderly ChicoͿ 
;&igure ϯͿ.

Benjamim Guimarães Steamship   
Source: >ucigleide Eascimento, ϮϬϬϳ
Eote: dransport by boat ǁas crucial to the local economy. dhe diīerent types of vessels carried ev-
erything, ǁith cargos including salt, people, cattle, mail and money ;Zego ϭϵϯϲ, Gautherot and &rota 
ϭϵϵϱͿ. doday, for tourism, the Benjamim Guimarães is the last steamship that sƟll sails the Kld Chico. 
�uilt in ϭϵϭϯ, in the United States, it navigated the Dississippi and �maǌon rivers before the São Fran-
cisco ;Silva, et. al. ϮϬϬϬͿ. 
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&ederal pro-energy policies favored large-scale irrigated agriculture in the valley, by providing a planned, 
steady ǁater supply and the electricity to pump it. &urthermore, the federal government has directly imple-
mented policies and acƟons for the agricultural sector, such as irrigaƟon proũects. dhe fruits of the basin noǁ 
reach beneĮciaries of the ecosystems services of the Velho Chico in places as far as the United States and 
some �uropean naƟons.

� hydropoǁer corporaƟon maintains the average Ňoǁ level of ϭ,ϴϭϱ mϯ/s under normal circumstances. dhe 
ten-year management plan for the basin ;ϮϬϬϰʹϮϬϭϯͿ established a minimal daily average discharge volume 
of ϭ,ϯϬϬ mϯ/s, though at Ɵmes Ňoǁ rates above this must occur ;C�,S& ϮϬϬϰ͖ �E� ZesoluƟon η ϰϭϮ of Sep 
ϮϮ, ϮϬϬϱͿ. dhe EaƟonal tater �gency ʹ �E� ;�gġncia Eacional de �guasͿ ʹ and the EaƟonal �lectric System 
Kperator ʹ KES ;Operador Nacional do Sistema ElétricoͿ ʹ are in charge of establishing criteria for the uƟliǌa-
Ɵon of ǁater resources and overseeing the use of ǁater in reservoirs ;>aǁ nΣ ϵ.ϵϴϰ of :uly ϭϳ, ϮϬϬϬ, �rƟcle ϰͿ. 
dhe discharge beloǁ its ecological level contributes to the river s͛ ecosystems collapse: change in the ǁater s͛ 
characterisƟcs, destrucƟon of habitat and disturbance of species͛ reproducƟve cycles ;Eascimento ϮϬϭϬͿ. 

dhe years from ϮϬϭϮʹϮϬϭϳ have been characteriǌed by a period of eǆtreme drought. �ccording to the EaƟon-
al �lectric System Kperator s͛ demands, the EaƟonal tater �gency reduced the discharge from Sobradinho 
and Xingó reservoirs to assure poǁer generaƟon and, in accordance ǁith �E�, the mulƟple uses of the ǁater 
resources of the basin. dhe temporary resoluƟons have alloǁed a discharge as loǁ as ϱϱϬ mϯ/s, but the actual 
drought is so severe that restricƟons ǁere also imposed upon irrigators: ǁater ǁithdraǁal on tednesdays is 
forbidden unƟl Eovember ϯϬ, ϮϬϭϳ ;�E� ZesoluƟon η ϭ.Ϭϰϯ of :une ϭϵ, ϮϬϭϳͿ. 

dhe tǁo principal uses of this river of naƟonǁide importance are as a poǁer generator and as a source 
of irrigaƟon. /t has aīected the provision of other ecosystem services too, disturbing Įsh, the Įshery and 
Įshermen, and tradiƟonal riparian agriculture. Eevertheless, the impacts of the droughts have negaƟvely 
inŇuenced even those uses.

�rought can be deĮned as a lack of ǁater or a ǁater volume beloǁ the average available under normal 
local condiƟons for humans and other species ;dallaksen and >anen ϮϬϬϰͿ. Studies have linked such events 

Luiz Gonzaga Hydropower station, Source: >ucigleide Eascimento, ϮϬϬϰ
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in the Eortheast Zegion of �raǌil to temporal and spaƟal inter-annual variability of rainfall͖ the topography 
of the region͖ and high soil reŇecƟvity ;Eascimento ϮϬϭ͍͖ S�WC ϮϬϬϱ͖ Serebrenick ϭϵϱϯͿ. tater scarcity also 
has been connected to climaƟc anomalies such as El-Ninõ͖ to alteraƟons in the posiƟon of the /ntertropical 
Convergence �one ;Eascimento ϮϬϭ͍, �avis ϮϬϬϭͿ͖ to the increase in the emission of greenhouse gases͖ and 
to the hole in the oǌone layer.2

Climate change ǁill reduce the ǁater available in arid ǌones ;/WCC ϮϬϭϰͿ ;&igure ϰͿ. Darengo et al. ;ϮϬϬϳͿ 
asserted that climate proũecƟons conĮrm an increase in ǁater deĮcit in the Eortheast Zegion of �raǌil.  dhe 
EaƟonal tater �gency s͛ studies have shoǁed an abnormal precipitaƟon regime in the ϮϬϭϮ-ϮϬϭϰ period for 
that same area ;�E� ϮϬϭϱ͖ �E� ϮϬϭϯͿ.

Zepeated longer-lasƟng droughts aīect the semi-arid region of the basin. dhe valley has already been the 
conteǆt for ǁater-use conŇicts, ǁhich have even resulted in deaths and tǁo much-publiciǌed episodes of 
hunger-strike ;ϮϬϬϱ and ϮϬϬϳͿ by a �raǌilian Catholic �ishop to protest the diversion of the São Francisco Riv-
er ;Silva ϮϬϭϯ͖ Eascimento ϮϬϬϳͿ. �ǆtreme events in the Southeast and the Eortheast Zegions have resulted 
in higher energy bills for the larger society. �ecause of ǁater scarcity, it became impossible to produce poǁ-
er, and subseƋuently �raǌil replaced hydropoǁer ǁith thermal poǁer, a more eǆpensive form of electricity 
generaƟon.  Under unfavourable climaƟc condiƟons ;droughtsͿ, the discharge has been kept beloǁ its eco-
logical level and, at the river s͛ mouth, among other conseƋuences, the ǁaters of the Opará noǁ Įght against 
invasion by the �tlanƟc Kcean. dhe conŇict betǁeen non-consumpƟve ;e.g. hydropoǁerͿ and consumpƟve 
uses ;e.g. irrigaƟon, domesƟc ǁater supplyͿ ǁill ǁorsen in the future due to climate change and a groǁing 
demand for ǁater, food and energy.

2 �espite the posiƟve eīects of the Dontreal Wrotocol to regulate the use of and phase out substances that deplete the oǌone 
layer, the hole sƟll eǆists, mainly over �ntarcƟca.

São Francisco River System - Source: >ucigleide Eascimento, ϮϬϭϳ
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Clothes ǁasher η ϭ, personal communicaƟon, Ϭϭ �ug ϮϬϬϲ, :uaǌeiro-�ahia-�raǌil.
Clothes ǁasher η Ϯ, personal communicaƟon, ϭϲ Day ϮϬϬϳ, Wirapora-Dinas Gerais-�raǌil.
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