“Rincon del Bonete Hydroelectric Plant and Transmission System”         

    (proposal for an IEEE Milestone)

In the early hours of December 21st, 1945, all the lights were turned off in Montevideo. A few moments later, the first generator of the "Rincon del Bonete" plant,  went on-line and electrical energy from the waters of the Rio Negro (Black River) started flowing south, towards Montevideo, the capital, 232 Km away. The biggest artificial lake in Latin-America had been filled, the lines had been energized and the long years of effort to build the system were finally and successfully realized. 

Uruguayan Eng. Victor Soudriers, original mastermind and champion of the project, having conceived it two decades earlier, was specially invited to close the main breaker.

This ambitious project was the biggest ever undertaken by the country, and had met considerable opposition for years. Located practically in the geometrical center of Uruguay, it included the big regulating reservoir, two more hydroelectric plants downstream -that were effectively built later, and the long duplicated HV transmission system to the capital, at the time the main demand center. The availability of abundant, clean hydroelectric Energy made up for the lack of fossil fuels in the land, and marked a turning point in the development and quality of life allowing early electrification of the whole country with renewable energy.

Siemens, the german firm, had started its construction in 1937, after winning a bid based on the project of Alfred Ludin. Two years later, WWII delayed the delivery of electromechanical equipment, and its transport across the Atlantic Ocean was almost impossible. 

In 1942 with the generalization of the War, the contract with Siemens was rendered invalid; and although the project’s civil works were almost finished there were no generators. The scarcity of good quality coal and other fossil fuels during the war, emphasized the importance of the project. 

Qualified manpower from countries in the northern hemisphere was also almost impossible to obtain due to the war efforts. 

In view of this situation, “RIONE”, the state-owned company in charge of the project, commissioned a motivated group of six young Uruguayan Engineers to study in the United States (with Harza, GE,  Westinghouse, Allis Chalmers) so that they could proactively participate in the reformulation of the Project. The transformation of the project  required considerable technological alterations in order to make it possible to integrate components made in different plants, following  American Standards, in a dam that had been specifically planned and constructed for German turbines and generators (50 Hz, german standards, metric system, etc). Considerable knowledge of the engineering principles involved and a good dose of ingenuity were necessary, at a time when the war efforts dictated fabrication and transportation priorities, and severely restricted the availability of materials and the delivery of heavy equipment. 

Once back in Uruguay, the equipment was installed entirely by local workers trained and directed by those Engineers and the project was finished successfully. This same group of Engineers also took care of building the state-of-the-art 150 KV, 232 Km long Transmission System to the capital Montevideo, after modifying and adapting the original design in order to make it compatible with the equipment procured in the US. These brilliant achievements set an internationally recognized high mark for the Engineering Profession in Uruguay. 

For all the Uruguayans, the “Rincon del Bonete Plant and Transmission System”, together with the completion of the “Rio Negro” project in the following years, gave them access to hydroelectric, renewable energy that satisfied their needs for decades, allowing electrification, growth of the production of the country and a better quality of life.
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