
The consultation mechanism (CM) of the
North-Western Sahara Aquifer System
(Système Aquifère du Sahara Septen-
trioanl, SASS), devised and set up by the
three countries (Algeria, Lybia and Tuni-
sia) with the coordination of the Sahara
and Sahel Observatory (OSS), was offi-
cially inaugurated on June 1, 2008 with
the establishment of its Coordination Unit
at the OSS premises in Tunis.

The North-Western Sahara Aquifer
System (SASS), shared by Algeria,
Libya and Tunisia, has been subject
since the 1950s to an intensive ex-
ploitation which poses a multitude of
threats to the quality and the quantity
of the available water resources.
Thanks to the support of OSS and se-
veral development partners , the three
SASS countries  have set up, since
1999, a two-phase project in order to
improve the collective knowledge of
the resources, assess their sustainabi-
lity and provide, on the basis of pros-
pective scenarios, alternatives for an
equitable and sustainable mana-
gement. 
The project accomplished many
achievements on the technical and
scientific levels, including a significant
improvement in the countries’ know-
ledge of the SASS transboundary aqui-
fers (CI and CT), the establishment
of a common database and the
elaboration of a mathematical
model. The models were used to
examine different abstraction sce-
narios, defined by the countries,
and their impacts on the water ta-
bles in the SASS basin.
Modelling was instru-

mental in identifying the areas prone
to degradation risks and therefore re-
quiring particular attention.

The national teams in charge of the
SASS water resources management
acquired experience in cooperation
and joint work throughout the various
phases of the SASS project. They wor-
ked together on a number of studies,
which included data collection, mo-
dels’ construction and calibration,
aquifer systems characterization, abs-
tractions assessment and scenarios
definition. 

The three countries pledged to esta-
blish a Consultation Mechanism (CM)
to maintain and strengthen coopera-
tion and improve the management of
the shared Aquifers. Thus, during a
meeting held in May 2007 in Algiers,
the Ministers in charge of water re-
sources signed the declaration of the
establishment of this structure that will
be temporarily hosted by OSS in
order to benefit from its technical, ad-

ministrative and financial
support. The CM’s

budget is
e n t i r e l y
prov ided
by the
three coun-
tries. 

This regional institutional achieve-
ment, the first of its kind in the world,
is the culmination of the firm determi-
nation of the three Maghreb countries
to make Saharan water a factor of de-
velopment and well-being for their po-
pulations. It is a consultation and
cooperation framework to conduct
joint studies allowing a planned 
management of the region’s ground-
water resources. 

The mechanism also reflects the three
countries’ commitment to base deve-
lopment in the Sahara on sound foun-
dations underpinned by information
and concerted efforts. The CM consti-
tutes a model for transboundary water
resources management in Africa and
beyond. 

The permanent technical committee of
the CM consists of the directors of the
national institutions in charge of water
resources management in Algeria,
Libya and Tunisia. The committee
convened in early June 2008 in Tunis,
and adopted the CM work pro-
gramme and the budget for the first
year, which were submitted by the
coordinator, Mr. Rachid Khanfir. 

This programme includes several
scientific and technical activities to be

carried out jointly by experts
from the three countries.
These activities include the
updating of the database,
the establishment of the mo-
nitoring network of ground-
water aquifers and the set-up
of data exchange protocols.
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Achievements (since June 2008):

• updating the database (up to 2008): Correction of exis-
ting data, integration of new data, data verification and
database validation;

• organization of four workshops to update the database;

• a training workshop on database management tools;

• updating the SASS mathematical model : calibration on
the basis of  corrections and new data—spanning the
2000-2008 period— provided by the countries;

• annual Meeting of the Permanent  Technical Committee
(PTC), February 11 to 12, 2009, in Tozeur (Tunisia).

Current activities:

• simulations 2010-2050;

• development of the Mechanism’s website and launch
of online common SASS database; 

• workshops to update the mathematical model (Quar-
ter four);

• training workshop on modelling, (first quarter, 2010). 

The activities of the Mechanism

The Permanent Technical Committee

This inaugural meeting brought toge-
ther the CM coordinator and the na-
tional representatives, OSS experts
and the regional directors for agricul-
tural development in the Tunisian go-
vernorates of Tozeur, Kébili, Gabès
and Tatouine.The meeting provided
an opportunity to report on progress
achieved in June 2008 and consider
further strengthening of the mecha-
nism with other activities to be initia-
ted during 2009. Discussions focused
mainly on: 

− the progress made in updating  the
database "Sagesse"; 

− the situation of the joint surveillance
network; 

− improving and interconnecting
three national databases through the
CM; 

− activity and financial reports of
2008, the action programme of 2009
and its financial components; 

− proposal of two new projects to be

initiated with the German internatio-
nal cooperation services with the sup-
port of OSS, oriented towards a
better control of the SASS water 
resources management. 

The directors of the Algerian, Tunisian
and Libyan water management insti-
tutions   stressed the importance of this
meeting which contributes to entren-
ching the concerted management of
the shared SASS resources. They also
expressed their appreciation for
the support that OSS is providing
to  the CM and recommended that
OSS continue to provide its techni-
cal and administrative backing to
the Mechanism. 

They expressed their satisfaction
with the good guidance provided
by the CM, and emphasized their
commitment to strengthen the me-
chanism’s activities through the de-
velopment of new cooperation
projects. 

They also recommended strengthe-
ning the role of national technical

teams in data collection and in moni-
toring the SASS aquifer management
by providing them with technical tools
and the required resources. 
They also decided:

− to continue updating the databases
of SASS, Djeffara (Tunisia) and Bis-
kra (Algeria) considered as priority
zones to ensure a good monitoring
of the impact of abstractions on the
SASS aquifers; 

− To continue the update of planned
abstraction scenarios  in the three

The Permanent Technical Committee of the CM, consisting of the directors of the national institutions in charge of water resources mana-
gement in Algeria, Libya and Tunisia, convened on 11-12 February 2009 in Tozeur, Tunisia.

PTC meeting, February 2009, Tozeur

Training workshop, May 2009 in Algiers, Algeria.
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countries in order to ascertain trends
in impacts since 2000.
− Take advantage of every opportu-
nity to build the capacity of national
experts to use the tools developed wi-
thin the SASS framework (including
databases, GIS, hydrological mode-
ling of water tables and the use of re-
mote-sensing) in order to improve the
use of these tools as part of the
concerted management of SASS
water resources. 
The national representatives also stres-
sed the need to consider the launch of
the CM website as a priority activity
for the mechanism’s coordination unit.
The website is expected to improve
the exchange of information and its
availability to users. 
They also recommended to: 
− ensure the organization of regular
meetings of the PTC, preferably in
each of the three countries; 
− encourage the relevant  authorities
to provide the CM coordination unit
with additional data, including on
abstractions, piezometry, water
points, and chemical quality, in order
to develop a comprehensive analysis
of the impact of abstractions during
the  2000-2008 period and the upda-
ting of the SASS model; 
− encourage national teams to ensure
the collection of data on the piezome-

tric  reference network in accordance
with the agreed protocol; 
− entrust the Mechanism’s coordi-
nation unit with the organization
of a dedicated workshop on qua-
lity to initiate its monitoring in the
three countries; 

− strengthen the content of the data-
base through the collection of additio-
nal data such as isotopic data and
socio-economics; 

− develop communication materials
(newsletter, posters, flyers ...) focu-
sing mainly on the activities of the
CM; 

− mobilize the required funds for the
development of the CM website and
the interconnection of existing data-
bases; 

− ensure the implementation of the
two projects with the German interna-
tional cooperation services  through
the development of comprehensive
terms of reference. 

The participants also visited water
and irrigation facilities in the governo-
rates of Tozeur and Kebili, namely the
water cooling systems of the Continen-
tal intercalaire and water-saving sys-
tems in the oases. They also visited
sites affected by soil and water salini-
zation and  locations where tech-
niques for geothermal water,

irrigation efficiency and water drai-
nage (collection and reclamation tech-
niques) are being used.

The meeting of the Permanent Techni-
cal Committee (PTC) ended on 
February 13, 2009 with an official
call on the Minister of Agriculture and
Water resources of Tunisia by the
three national  representatives and the

CM coordinator. The delegates were
received at the Ministry’s headquar-
ters in Tunis. The Minister who was
briefed on the CM activities praised
the excellent proceedings of the To-
zeur meeting and expressed satisfac-
tion with the work accomplised. He
renewed Tunisia’s support to streng-
thening and developing the CM, and
praised the determination of the three
countries to use it as a  common tool
for the protection and the develop-
ment of the SASS water resources.

PTC meeting, February 2009, Tozeur

The “Sagesse” Database
an effective decision-support-tool 

Created in 2000 thanks
to the support of OSS
and other financial part-
ners, and thanks to the
commitment of the three
countries involved in the
SASS project, the data-
base “Sagesse” allows
standardizing the hydro-
geological data collec-
ted in these countries, so
as to meet the needs for
the hydrogeological mo-

deling of SASS. 

It was initially intended
to store data on SASS
water resources and 
organize it according to
suitable formats. 

The development of the
SASS project, however,
revealed the need to
transform this database
into an integrated infor-
mation system includingWater points map, 2008
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the database itself, a suit of mapping
tools and the model.

With the introduction of the CM, this
system has been oriented towards
the monitoring of the concerted 

management, both on the techni-
cal and political levels. It is up-
dated by data collected
periodically by national techni-
cal services from a monitoring
network whose composition and
operation were determined by a
common agreement. 

Since its set-up in 2008, the CM 
established an effective monitoring
of SASS water resources. The upda-
ted data on these resources pro-
vides indicators on their evolution.

Sagesse is hosted by the OSS pre-
mises in Tunis. It is accessible to users

according to a specific procedure en-
abling them to introduce new data.

The management of the data is perfor-
med by the database administrator
based at OSS. 

Experts from the three countries are
responsible for the collection, proces-

sing and edi-
ting of data
supplied by
the SASS
common mo-
nitoring net-
work, in

compliance with
the required formats. They are also
requested to send new data to the

“Sagesse” database administrator
who gathers and harmonizes them.
The data sets are subsequently vali-
dated through an exchange between
the national experts and the central
administrator. It is finally up to the

OSS scientific
managers to
analyze the
in format ion
and to draw
the relevant
e l e m e n t s ,

which will then
be submitted to the decision makers
in the three countries.

The compre-
hensive in-
v e n t o r i e s
made in Al-
geria and
Tunisia bet-
ween 2005
and 2008
helped inte-
g r a t e 
8,987 new
water points
( a c c u r a t e

positioning via GPS, characteristics
and evolution of sampling, piezome-
try and water quality). At 
present, the database has become
more representative and encom-
passes the characteristics of 17,856
water points and 78,422 pieces of 
information pertaining to the use of
the aquifer system, piezometry and
water quality. 

The analysis of piezometric measure-
ments performed during the same 
period revealed that the response of
the SASS groundwater to abstrac-
tions is in the same order of the pie-

zometric decline recorded in 2000.
This situation is reassuring to the ex-
tent that the aquifer system is still
evolving according to the 
regime observed in 2000. The
same trend has been observed
thanks to the water quality monito-
ring, which reveals an evolution
consistent with the trend recorded in
2000. 

Algeria Libya Tunisia Total Gaps 

In 2000 6525 1083 1179 8787 82

In 2008 11166 1152 5538 17856 0

Added 4641 69 4359 9069
Number of water points by country

Algeria

Tunisia

Libya
Algeria

Tunisia

Libya

Number of informations

The Consultation Mechanism @ OSS
Phone: (+216) 71 206 633
Fax : (+216) 71 206 636

E-mail : rachid.khanfir@oss.org.tn 

Agence Nationale des Ressources Hydrauliques
(ANRH, Algeria)

Phone: (+021) 54 25 56
Fax :  (+021) 54 25 42
E-mail : anrh@anrh.dz 

Direction Générale des Ressources en Eau
(DGRE, Tunisia)

Phone: (+216) 71399 320
Fax : (+216) 71391 549

E-mail : mekki.hamza@iresa.agrinet.tn

General Water Authority
(GWA, Libya)

Phone: (+218) 21 487 2024
Fax : (+218) 21 487 2323
E-mail : gwa@gwalibya.org

2000 2008Number of water points by country

Points Operation Piezometric Quality

In 2000 8869 53289 5740 2175

In 2008 17856 65028 8098 5296

Number of recordings by table


