
IF : 3.62 | IC Value 70.36

GJRA - GLOBAL JOURNAL FOR RESEARCH ANALYSIS  X 225 

       Volume-5, Issue-3, March - 2016 • ISSN No 2277 - 8160

Research Paper Commerce Political Science

Politics And Sustainable Use of Libyan Water 
Resources

Dr. Egemen 
Sertyesilisik

Istanbul

Water is essential for life. Libya is among the countries suffering from the water shortages. The Great Man Made River 
Project enabled transfer of water from the Nubian Sandstone Aquifer System (NSAS), an important water resource for 
Libya, to the northern part of the Libya. Libya should try to diversify its water resources through desalination of water as 

NSAS’s water is non renewable and as one day water of the aquifer will exhaust. For this reason, as Libya has long coastline, desalination of water 
through wave energy has the potential for contribution to the solution of the water scarcity problem in Libya and to sustain the peace among 
the Nubian countries. 
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Water is essential for life. Scarcity of water resources, however, tends 
to be intensified due to unsustainable consumption, extinction in un-
derground water reserves as well as due to the increased demand for 
water as a result of the population increase in the World (Al Jazeera 
America, March 20, 2015). For this reason, sustainable use of water 
resources and relevant technologies have the potential for contrib-
uting to the peace as “water security is one of the major challenges 
that we and future generations are going to have to contend with” 
(FDFA, 2015). 

Libya is among the countries suffering from the water shortages. 
Libya has 1.76 million km2 of surface area (FAO, 2005) and it has five 
climatic zones (World Weather and Climate Information, 2016). Libya 
has water scarcity due to the fact that 5% of the country gets approx-
imately 100 millimetres of rainfall per year (Russeau, 2011) and that 
less than 2% of the country gets rain sufficient for agriculture (World 
Weather and Climate Information, 2016). Water problem in Libya is 
not only due to the insufficient rainfall but also due to the salty lakes 
as 20 lakes are salty (Country Studies US, 2015). Libya has approxi-
mately 3,820 million m3/year of water resources (Aqeil et al., 2012:1). 
Libya, however, faces water shortage of approximately 500 million m3 

/year as stated by Saad al-Din al-Gharyani, the groundwater expert 
(TheNewArab., 2015). Furthermore, rapid increase in the population, 
heterogeneous allocation of the population as well as water leakages 
put pressure on the water resources. With a rapid population growth 
rate, Libya’s population has reached to 6 695 564 (Countrymeters, 
2016). “… 75% of the population is concentrated over 1.5% of the 
total area of the country” (FAO, 2005). Although Libya is facing diffi-
culties in supplying water to cities, there is still inefficiency in water 
usage as leakage and unaccounted for water losses are expected to 
be at 35-50% in old networks of Tripoli and other major cities (MEWI-
NA Libya, 2013; CEDARE, 2014:20). 

The water scarcity problem affected Libya’s agriculture and economy 
adversely (Country Studies US, 2015). Agriculture sector consumes 
approximately 85% of water, whereas domestic consumption is at the 
11.5% level and industrial consumption is at 3.5% level (Aqeil et al., 
2012:1). Irrigation potential can reach to the 750 000 ha level with the 
use of fossil water and 40000ha can be irrigated in the coastal areas 
with the help of renewable water resources (FAO, 2005). Due to the 
water shortage in Libya, the country cannot use its potential to pro-
duce agricultural products which affects the income level of the coun-
try adversely. Mr. Aboud, the head of the information department 
at the Tripoli-based Libyan Ministry of Water Resources emphasised 
that Libya is expecting to be exposed to more water shortages as the 
groundwater recharge is approximately 250 million m3/year, whereas 
consumption is at one billion m3/year level (TheNewArab, 2015). Be-
ing one of the largest aquifer systems in the world, the NSAS (Nubian 
Sandstone Aquifer System) is important for Libya as it “consists of a 
number of connected aquifers extending over more than 2 million 
km2 under Libya, Egypt, Chad and Sudan and as it contains ap-
proximately 150,000 cubic kilometres of economically exploitable 
groundwater (Yamada, 2004)” (Davids, 2005:4). 

ibya tried to increase the efficiency in its water resources and Libyan 
economists suggested, as the cheapest solution to the water prob-
lem, construction of a pipelines network to transport water from the 
desert to the coastal cities, where majority of the population live 
(Watkins, 2006). With the aims of solving water problem, providing 
fresh water for the citizens, and making Libya self-sufficient in food 
production, Libya decided to make GMMR (Great Man-Made River) 
Project which consists of a network of underground pipes for trans-
ferring fresh water from underground aquifers in the Sahara to the 
Libyan cities (Amusing Planet, 2015). This project supplies water to 
the majority of the society. As Prof. Ivan Ivekovic stated “the GMMR 
provides 70% of the population with water for drinking and irri-
gation, pumping it from Libya’s vast underground aquifers like the 
NSAS in the south to populated coastal areas 4,000 kilometres to 
the north” (Russeau, 2011). The feasibility of this project can be crit-
icised as the water resources in NSAS are non-renewable and as their 
extraction and transportation are becoming uneconomical (Davids, 
2005). Through this project, 6.5 million m3 of water is transferred by 
5,000 km of pipeline (supplied by over 1000 wells in desert) per day 
(Watkins, 2006). Furthermore, the ratio of the transportation costs of 
goods (for a distance of 100 km) to their total costs depends on the 
industries as this ratio is 5% for electricity, 2,5% for natural gas indus-
try whereas it is 50% in water (Gordon-Walker and Marr, 2002; Gök-
demir, 2008:13).

NSAS is important not only for Libya but also for Egypt, Sudan and 
Chad as all these countries deal with the scarcity of water. In the 
Nubian countries agriculture can only be done only in oasis areas 
depending on the availability of the groundwater and agriculture 
in Chad depends on the availability of drilled wells (IAEA and UNDP, 
2013). For this reason, “…access to the NSAS is a matter of nation-
al security, especially for Egypt and Libya, decisions concerning 
groundwater development projects are politically highly sensitive.” 
(Alker, 2008:267). Egypt, Libya, Chad, and Sudan have reached to a 
Joint Authority agreement serving as a joint institution/commission 
for the management of the shared aquifer and setting the basic rules 
for its functioning (International Water Law Project, 2016). The impor-
tance of this Joint Authority agreement is that it is among the few 
agreements worldwide over a transboundary aquifer (International 
Water Law Project, 2016). Despite of this peaceful agreement, scarce 
water resources, however, can cause conflicts among these countries 
in the future as NSAS water supply capacity is expected to be reduced 
due to its non renewable nature. Degree of scarcity of water is among 
the most important factors causing conflict over shared waters (Gle-
ick, 1993; Schmeier, 2010).

Libya should give importance to improve its water resources other-
wise (as NSAS non renewable) the next generations will face great 
problems. Libya has important access to sea and should benefit from 
this. As Libya has 1,099 miles (1,770 km) of coastline (Worldatlas.com, 
2016), the country can produce energy form waves and desalinate 
water through this energy. Wave energy is perceived to provide more 
advantages compared to other renewables (e.g. wind and solar ener-
gy) especially due to being less variable and more predictable (Carne-
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gie Wave Energy Limited, 2015). Desalination of water through wave 
energy has been successfully achieved in Australia’s biggest naval 
base the Garden Island (Parkinson, 2015). Libya can benchmark from 
Australia with respect to the desalination of water.

In conclusion, as NSAS is an important water resource for Libya, with 
the help of the Great Man Made River Project, water could be pro-
vided to the northern part of the Libya. Libya should try to diversify 
its water resources through desalination of water as NSAS’s water is 
non renewable and as one day water of the aquifer will exhaust. For 
this reason, as Libya has long coastline, desalination of water through 
wave energy has the potential for contribution to solution of the wa-
ter scarcity problem in Libya and to sustain the peace among the Nu-
bian countries. 

References
1.	 	 Alker, Marianne (2008) “The Nubian Sandstone Aquifer System A case study 

for the research project “Transboundary groundwater management in 

Africa”, In; Waltina Scheumann(Ed), Elke Herrfahrdt-Pahle (Ed), Conceptualizing 

Cooperation on Africa’s Transboundary Groundwater Resources German 

Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE) , Bonn, Ger-

many

2.	 	 Al Jazeera America. “UN: World could face 40 percent water shortfall by 

2030”,  March 20, 2015 http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2015/3/20/un-

world-faces-40-percent-water-shortfall-by-2030.html (Accessed 7 March 2016)

3.	 	 Amusing Planet (2015) “The Great Man-Made River of Libya”, http://www.

amusingplanet.com/2015/07/the-great-man-made-river-of-libya.html(Accessed 

7 March 2016)

4.	 	 Aqeil, Hussin., Tindall, James., Moran, Edward (2012) “Water Security and Inter-

connected Challenges in Libya”, TinMore Institute Research Report WS121027, 

http://tinmore.com/pdf/WS121027_WaterSecurityLibya.pdf (Accessed 7 March 2016)

5.	 	 Countrymeters (2016) “Libya Population”, http://countrymeters.info/en/Libya (Ac-

cessed 7 March 2016)

6.	 	 Carnegie Wave Energy Limited (2015) “Why Wave Energy” http://carneg-

iewave.com/why-wave-energy/ (Accessed 7 March 2016)

7.	 	 CEDARE (2014) “Libya Water Sector M&E Rapid Assessment Report”, Mon-

itoring & Evaluation for Water In North Africa (MEWINA) Project, Water Re-

sources Management Program, CEDARE. http://www.cedare.int/namcow/at-

tachments/article/218/Libya%20Water%20Sector%20Monitoring%20and%20

Evaluation%20Rapid%20Assessment%20Report.pdf (Accessed 7 March 2016)

8.	 	 Country Studies US (2015) “Climate” http://countrystudies.us/libya/36.htm 

(Accessed 7 March 2016)

9.	 	 Davids, Jonah (2005) “Is It Reasonable To Use The Nubian Sandstone Aqui-

fer System Unsustainably Under International Law?”, CAR (CEPMLP Annual 

Review), Volume 9,The Centre for Energy, Petroleum, and Mineral Law and Poli-

cy. Dundee: University of Dundee.  

10.	 	 FAO (Food and Agricultural Organization of the United States) (2005) “Libya”, 

Water Report 29, http://www.fao.org/nr/water/aquastat/countries_regions/lby/

index.stm (Accessed 7 March 2016)

11.	 	 FDFA, Federal Department of Foreign Affairs (2015) “Creators, ferrymen and a 

symphony: Promoting water as a source of peace”, https://www.eda.admin.

ch/eda/en/home/das_eda/departementsvorsteherdidierburkhalter/reden.html/eda/

en/meta/speeches/2015/11/16/59472 (Accessed 7 March 2016)

12.	 	 Gleick, Peter H. (1993) “Water and Conflict: Fresh Water Resources and Inter-

national Security”, International Security, Vol.18, No. 1, pp. 79-112.

13.	 	 Gordon-Walker, Simon., Marr, Simon (2002) “Study On The Application Of The 

Competition Rules To The Water Sector In The European Community”, WRC 

And Ecologic For The European Commission - Competition Directorate General, Study 

Contract No: Comp/2002/E 3/SI 2. 334052.

14.	 	 Gökdemir, Bülent (2008) “Küresel Su Krizine Çözüm Arayışları: Şebeke Suyu 

Hizmetlerine Özel Sektör Katılımı”, http://www.rekabet.gov.tr/File/?path=-

ROOT%2FDocuments%2FPer%25c5%259fembe%2BKonferans%25c4%25b1%2B-

Yay%25c4%25b1n%2Fperskonfyyn93.pdf (Accessed 7 March 2016)

15.	 	 IAEA (International Atomic Energy Agency) UNDP (United Nations Development Pro-

gramme) (2013) “Regional Strategic Action Programme for the Nubian Aq-

uifer System”, https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/files/sap180913.pdf (Accessed 7 

March 2016)

16.	 	 International Water Law Project (2016) “Adoption of Regional Strategic Action 

Plan on the Nubian Sandstone Aquifer”, http://www.internationalwaterlaw.

org/blog/2013/10/20/adoption-of-regional-strategic-action-plan-on-the-nubi-

an-sandstone-aquifer/ (Accessed 7 March 2016)

17.	 	 MEWINA (Monitoring and Evaluation for Water In North Africa) Libya (2013) “MEWI-

NA Libya national task force responses to the RAR short form question-

naire” (as quoted from CEDARE, 2014).

18.	 	 Parkinson, Giles. “New generation wave energy: could it provide one third 

of Australia’s electricity” Guardian News and Media Limited, 1 Decem-

ber 2015. http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2015/dec/01/

new-generation-wave-energy-could-it-provide-one-third-of-australias-electric-

ity (Accessed 7 March 2016)

19.	 	 Russeau, Simba Shani Kamaria. “LIBYA: Water Emerges as a Hidden Weap-

on”, Inter Press Service News Agency, May 27, 2011.                                    http://

www.ipsnews.net/2011/05/libya-water-emerges-as-a-hidden-weapon/ (Ac-

cessed 7 March 2016)

20.	 	 Schmeier, Susanne. “Governing International Watercourses-Perspectives 

from Different Disciplines”,Hertie School of Governance-Working Papers, No. 

53, August 2010.

21.	 	 TheNewArab (2015) “Severe Water Crisis Loomng in Libya” https://www.alar-

aby.co.uk/english/news/2015/3/22/severe-water-crisis-looming-in-libya (Ac-

cessed 7 March 2016)

22.	 	 Yamada, Chusei (2004) “Second Report on Shared Natural Resources: 

Transboundary Groundwaters”, (56th session of the ILC (2004) UN Doc. A/

CN.4/539 and Add. 1, ILC Report, Supp. (No. 10), A/59/10.

23.	 	 Watkins, John. “Libya’s thirst for ‘fossil water’”, BBC News, 18 March 2006. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/4814988.stm (Accessed 7 March 

2016)

24.	 	 World Weather and Climate Information (2016) “Libya”,                                     

https://weather-and-climate.com/average-monthly-Rainfall-Temperature-Sun-

shine-in-Libya (Accessed 7 March 2016)

25.	 	 Worldatlas.com (2016) “Geography Statistics of Libya”, http://www.worldat-

las.com/webimage/countrys/africa/libya/lylandst.htm (Accessed 7 March 2016)


