Libya turns on the
Great Man-Made River

by Marcia Merry

A gala ceremony was held in Libya at the end of August, at
which Libyan leaders “turned on the tap” of the Great Man-
Made River, the water pipeline/viaduct project designed to
bring millions of liters of water from beneath the Sahara
Desert, northward to the Benghazi region on the Mediterra-
nean coast. The inauguration marked the end of Phase I of
the project, which is slated for completion in 1996.

Under the giant scheme, water is pumped from aquifers
under the Sahara in the southemn part of the country, where
underground water resources extend into Egypt and Sudan.
Then the water is transported by reinforced concrete pipeline
to northern destinations. Construction on the first phase start-
ed in 1984, and cost about $5 billion. The completed project
may total $25 billion.

South Korean construction experts built the huge pipes
in Libya by some of the most modern techniques. The engi-
neering feat involves collecting water from 270 wells in east
central Libya, and transporting it through about 2,000 kilo-
meters of pipeline to Benghazi and Sirte. The new “river”
brings 2 million cubic meters of water a day. At completion,
the system will involve 4,000 kilometers of pipepines, and
two aqueducts of some 1,000 kilometers.

Potential of the region is enhanced

Joining in celebrating the inauguration of the artificial
river were dozens of Arab and African heads of state and
hundreds of other foreign diplomats and delegations. Among
them were Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak, King Hassan
of Morocco, the head of Sudan, Gen. Omar El Beshir, and
Djibouti’s President Hassan Julied.

Col. Muammar Qaddafi told the celebrants: “After this
achievement, American threats against Libya will double.
. . . The United States will make excuses, [but] the real
reason is to stop this achievement, to keep the people of
Libya oppressed.” Qaddafi presented the project to the cheer-
ing crowd as a gift to the Third World.

Mubarak spoke at the ceremony and stressed the regional
importance of the project. Qaddafi has called on Egyptian
farmers to come and work in Libya, where there are only
4 million inhabitants. Egypt’s population of 55 million is
crowded in narrow bands along the Nile River and delta
region. Over the last 20 years, the water improvement proj-
ects envisioned for Egypt, which could provide more water
and more hectares of agricultural and residential land, have
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been repeatedly sabotaged by the International Monetary
Fund and World Bank, and the Anglo-American financial
interests behind them.

In the 1970s, Qaddafi expelled many Egyptian families
from Libya, but over the recent months the two countries
have become close once again. There are plans to build a
railway line to facilitate travel back and forth. There is also
a standing commission between Sudan and Libya for integ-
rating economic activity.

Greening the desert ,

Over 95% of Libya is desert, and the new water sources
can open up thousands of hectares of irrigated farmland. At
present over 80% of the country’s agriculture production
comes from the coastal regions, where local aquifers have
been overpumped, and salt water intrusion is taking place.
The Great Man-Made River will relieve this. The water now
flowing will immediately supplement supplies for domestic
and industrial needs in Benghazi and Sirte. But Libyan offi-
cials plan for 80% of the overall project’s flow to eventually
be used for irrigating old farms, and reclaiming some desert
lands. Since 20% of Libya’s imports are foodstuffs, expand-
ed water supplies are a means to greater self-sufficiency.

The Great Man-Made River project and its objectives fly in
the face of the water-control schemes sanctioned by the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund. These institutions
have blocked work on other “great projects” such as the Jonglei
Canal—the huge ditch that was designed as a straight channel
on the upper White Nile in southen Sudan. The Jonglei Canal,
which stands half-finished and abandoned at present, would
have drained swamplands, aided agriculture, transportation,
power resources, and health, and provided expanded flow to
the Nile River all the way down to Egypt.

The World Bank and the U.S. State Department are back-
ing a “Middle East Water Summit” in Turkey this November,
which is intended to promote only politically favored projects
such as desalination plants in Saudi Arabia, and water short-
ages elsewhere.

London and Washington circles were apoplectic about
the opening of the new Libyan water project. The London
Financial Times ran criticisms of the project from Angus
Henley of the London-based Middle East Economic Digest.
The pipeline, he said, was “Qaddafi’s pet project. He wants
to be seen as something other than the scourge of the West.”
The Financial Times called the project Qaddafi’s “pipe-
dream,” stating that critics may be awed by the engineering
involved, “But they regard the dream as a monument to
vanity that makes little economic sense in a country where
the U.N. Development Program says 94.6% of territory is
desert wasteland.”

If it is vanity that motivated the project, at least the vanity
of Libya’s head of state is being channeled in a productive
direction in this case—which is more than can be said of the
leaders of Britain and the United States.

Economics 15

© 1991 EIR News Service Inc. All Rights Reserved. Reproduction in whole or in part without permission strictly prohibited.


http://www.larouchepub.com/eiw/public/1991/eirv18n35-19910913/index.html

