
A project had been put forward to build a network to use this enormous source of water for irrigation 
long before Gaddafi came to power, but it was Gaddafi who finally decided to make it a reality. The 
Great Man-made River Authority was created in 1983. Its objective was taking water from this 
underground Nubian Sandstone Aquifer System in the south and transporting it, predominantly for 
irrigation, to the Libyan coastal belt, up in the north, where 90% of the population lives. Now, this 
sounds simple enough, but in fact it is the one of the largest engineering projects in the world today, 
and definitely the biggest water transport project ever undertaken in History. 

Between 38,000 and 10,000 years ago the 
climate of North Africa was temperate, 
and there was considerable rainfall in 
Libya. The excess rainfall infiltrated into 
porous sandstone and was trapped 
between layers, forming reservoirs of 
underground fresh-water. In the 1960s, 
during oil exploration deep in the southern 
Libyan desert, vast reservoirs of high 
quality water were discovered in the form 
of aquifers. These natural underground 
basins hold more than 35,000 cubic 
kilometres of water, a vast ocean of “fossil 
water” trapped inside the desert.

It carries more than five million cubic metres of water per day across 
the desert to coastal areas, vastly increasing the amount of arable 
land. It includes the largest underground network of pipes in the 
world, including more than 1300 wells, most more than 500 m deep. 
Several thousands of kilometers of special-haul roads had to be built 
across the desert just to transport the pipes to where they needed to 
go. The pipes are laid in trenches seven meters deep and must be 
buried underground because of the extremely high pressures 
involved. The network includes 5 reservoirs, which are the terminal 
points of the pipeline. The Grand Omar Mukhtar Reservoir alone is the 
second-largest in the world, holding 24 million cubic meters of water.
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The total cost of the huge project is expected to exceed $25 billion. The work to date has 
been completed without the financial support of major countries or loans from world 
banks. Much more than an extraordinary piece of engineering, the Great Man-Made River 
Project will allow Libya to achieve the highest possible rate of self-sufficiency and 
reduces dependence on imports from foreign markets to the lowest possible level. 
Through its increased agriculture activity, Libya now hopes to gain a foothold in Europe's 
consumer market. Libya has also become a world leader in hydrological engineering, and 
it wants to export its expertise to other African and Middle-Eastern countries facing the 
same problems with their water. The combination of water and oil gives Libya a sound 
economic platform for development. Placed, as it is, as the "Gateway to Africa", Libya is 
in a good position to play an increasingly influential role in the global economy.



Manifold A pipe or chamber having multiple apertures for making connections.

The Ajdabiya Reservoir

False-color image of the Grand Omar Mukhtar reservoir 
project. Water (dark blue) residing in reservoirs appears twice in this image, in the upper right and at the bottom. Vegetation appears red, cityscape structures such as pavement and buildings appear in gray, bare ground appears tan or beige.

Check out these bizarre circles of farmland smack-bang in the middle of the Libyan desert. 

The Grand Omar Mukhtar will be Libya's largest man-made reservoir


