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Brazil's São Francisco river project 

The bishop and the saint 
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Troubled plans to divert a river to irrigate a drought-stricken region 
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THE idea has been around since Brazil was ruled by an emperor in the 19th century, but the current president, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, is now determined to put it into practice. The plan is to divert part of the flow of the São Francisco river, a 2,900 kilometre-long (1,800-mile) parenthesis across five states, to the sertão, an area fabled for its harsh, dry climate and the toughness of the people who have adapted to it. In its current incarnation, the "transposition" is a 4.5 billion reais ($2 billion) project to supply water to towns in four thirsty north-eastern states via two main canals that will feed into a network of rivers and reservoirs. It will change the lives of 12m people without hurting a single Brazilian, declared Ciro Gomes, the minister of national integration. 
But the project has always encountered as much opposition as enthusiasm, and now the opponents have found a Gandhi. Last month, Luiz Flávio Cappio, a Catholic bishop from Bahia, began a hunger strike in protest, giving up only when the government agreed to re-open the debate 11 days later. What this means is unclear. The government expects to clear the last legal hurdles to the project within the next few weeks. It will then be up to Lula to decide whether to negotiate, give up or proceed, driving the bishop back to his fast.
The government makes the transposition sound grandiose and innocuous at the same time. Its bounty will come from diverting just 1.4% of the water deposited by the river into the sea, mainly for household consumption. Extra water will be available for industry and irrigation only when the reservoir behind the Sobradinho dam, which produces much of the region's electricity, is nearly full—about 40% of the time. With a secure supply of new water, beneficiary states will waste less of their existing water by storing it to hedge against drought, losing much of it to evaporation. 
Ranged against the project is a coalition of riparian states, pro-poor and environmental activists like the bishop and a battery of dissenting experts. Their objections are many and varied. It drains too much water, they say. Already there are "signs of mortality" where the river joins the sea, claims João Alves Filho, governor of the state of Sergipe. Beneficiary states should perfect management of their own water before importing it from outside the region, critics say. Greedy farmers will grab the water from the poor. The project will benefit far fewer than claimed, and the money could be better spent elsewhere.
The costs of the transposition could rise. The state of Pernambuco, which hosts part of the river but is also a potential beneficiary, is eyeing projects worth an additional 1 billion reais in exchange for its backing. Bishop Cappio wonders why water is being exported when 3m people live along the river's course, many of them poor and without plumbing. The transposition "will demand huge resources that could be spent on other projects much closer to the reality of the people," he lamented in a newspaper interview.
Some objections are weightier than others. Water management, for example, is probably a bigger worry than the size of the diversion. Pedro Brito, the project's co-ordinator, responds that the state of Ceará is "100% ready" to manage the water it receives. It has an independent water utility, which charges for the water it sells in bulk. By the end of next year, all four beneficiary states will have management mechanisms in place. Extra canals and pipelines will spread the water more widely.
Now that the debate has become a national controversy, the government will step up its public-relations offensive. Marco Antônio Tavares Coelho, a prominent opponent, expects the project to fail. Aridity is the natural state of the sertão; soaking it would be like removing ice from the North Pole, he says. With the right sort of investment, he reckons, the sertanejos can thrive in their parched patch of Brazil. It may take a dictator to change the course of the São Francisco. 
