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Rainwater Harvesting and Sustainable Agriculture in Arid
Lands: Runoff Farming in the Area of Wadi al-Bab

* Dr. Mansour Elbabour, ** Dr. Hwedi el-Rishi
(' University of Benghazi, Benghazi )

Abstract

Runoff farming is a traditional water harvesting technique practiced for millennia in many
arid and semi-arid regions of the world as a means to ease water scarcity. In such regions,
rainwater seeping down hillsides and Wadi floors is trapped and diverted, through trenches
and dikes, to be stored in cisterns or aimed directly to irrigate adjacent level or low sloping
land. Low height cross-Wadi walls (known as check dams), built by piled stones, slow the
pace of water running down Wadis, thus allowing it to be infiltrated in Wadi floors which
later planted with different crops. Ditches and embankments constructed across hill slopes
and alongside Wadis perform similar functions. Some of the water collected by these two
means is directed to fill underground cisterns dug for this purpose. This ancient practice has
been dealt with rather extensively in the literature on arid lands around the world (Gilbertson,
1986;). Similar studies conducted in Libya were largely confined to pre-desert areas in
northwest Libya, where ample evidence supporting the use of water harvesting techniques
since pre-Roman times exist (Bruins, et.al., 1986; Gale & Hunt, 1986; Gilbertson, et. al.,
1996). Nevertheless, similar pre-desert environments in northeast Libya also exhibit remains
of water harvesting structures dating back to ancient times (El-Rishi, 2004). In particular,
remnants of old trenches, embankments, disused cisterns and buried walls which abound in
the area of Wadi al-Bab in the southwestern slopes of Jabal al-Akhdar suggest the
development of an elaborate network of water harvesting techniques. This ancient water
harvesting network has witnessed some revitalization in the area of Wadi al-Bab in recent
decades as numerous cross-Wadi walls were constructed. This paper aims to clarify past and
present water harvesting systems used in the area of Wadi al-Bab. The study area extends for
some 400 square km., ranging in elevation between 100-200 meters above sea level, and
receiving less than 100 mm of rainfall annually. It is assumed that some of the newly
constructed walls now dotting the landscape of the area are being built either on old wall sites
or near such sites. It is further believed that a full restoration of other components of the
water harvesting network in the area (i.e., trenches, cisterns, etc.) will greatly alleviate the
chronic water shortages and enhance the development of sustainable agriculture in this
otherwise arid environment.
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Sigaadll
Theib Y. Oweis, “Rainwater harvesting for alleviating water scarcity in the drier environments of West Asia &
North Africa”, paper presented at the International Workshop on Water Harvesting & Sustainable Agriculture,
Sept. 7, 2004, Moscow.
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