MED-EUWI GROUNDWATER WORKING GROUP                           (MED-EUWI GW WG)

Development of partnership on groundwater issues between                                the EU and non EU countries of the Mediterranean region

Mediterranean countries share many common features in terms of climate, water and land resources and development issues. These include arid and semi-arid climate, limited water resources, agricultural development limited by water availability and high economic and social value of water.

In the Mediterranean region, water is a scarce and fragile resource, unequally distributed in space and time both at regional level and within each country, and widely exploited. The problem has been aggravated due to the rapid population growth, socio-economic development, and mass Mediterranean tourism (Mediterranean is the world’s first tourist destination) which have strained the natural resources of this region to the limit. However, regarding water availability there is an obvious contrast between the northern coast of the Mediterranean where resources quantity vary from average to high  and the southern and south-eastern coasts that are adjacent to dry and desert areas with very limited water resources (except of Egypt with its Nile river feed from the tropics).

The groundwater resources of the Mediterranean region are either the main sources of freshwater or are vitally needed to supplement surface-water sources. Groundwater represents more than 50% of the available water resources in Mediterranean islands and it is practically the only water resource in the Sahara region extending from Egypt to Morocco. However, they are under threat from problems that affect both the quantity and the quality of water that the aquifers provide. 
Groundwater exploitation in the region has increased dramatically during the last decades mainly due to an increase in irrigated agriculture, tourism and industry. Thus, many groundwater resources are at risk of being exhausted through overpumping. With withdrawal exceeding the internally renewable water resources, the resulting groundwater scarcity is rapidly becoming a major concern in most countries of the Mediterranean. The pressures on natural groundwater resources are higher in the summer period, when natural supply is minimal, while water demands are maximum (irrigation, tourism). Furthermore, some considerable water volumes stored in large deep aquifers in Libya, Tunisia, Egypt and Algeria are non-renewable resources and their use is consequently not sustainable. 

Groundwater scarcity is in many cases accompanied by poor groundwater quality, especially in coastal aquifers, where water is often highly saline, reducing its utility. A general groundwater quality deterioration occurs in many parts of the Mediterranean region, due to contamination in recharge areas, mismanagement during irrigation practice, overexploitation of coastal aquifers and other reasons.
With growing groundwater scarcity and quality deterioration in many parts of the Mediterranean, the contribution and role of internationally shared aquifers in meeting the growing water demand is likely to increase. Cooperative arrangements to jointly develop, manage and protect shared aquifers will become a necessity, not only to avoid conflict but also to optimise utilization and to achieve water security.

GENERAL OUTLINE - OBJECTIVES
Sharing of experiences, methodologies and common challenges and developing synergies between the EU and non-EU countries of the Mediterranean on groundwater issues could facilitate the development of good groundwater management practices in the region as well as the promotion and implementation of sound water resources management policies. 
In the EU side, these practices should be guided by approaches and criteria included in the Water Framework Directive (WFD) and the experience already gained by the Mediterranean Pilot River Basins (PRBs) and national institutions responsible for groundwater resources management from the Member States. Similarly, well developed and long tested practices and valuable experiences exist in non-EU countries, as well as in regional and international organisations with experience in the region.
The Mediterranean Component of the EUWI has already tackled issues relating to groundwater resources management in the region, and in particular in the area of North Africa. The MED EUWI, that can provide an overall umbrella for the promotion of specific cooperation initiatives, experience transfer and synergies between EU and non-EU Mediterranean countries on groundwater management, has included in its Work Programme for 2005 specific activities related to this topic.
In particular, the development of partnership on groundwater issues between the EU and non EU countries or basin authorities of the Mediterranean region, in the framework of the Mediterranean Groundwater WG (MED-EUWI Groundwater WG), based on regional conditions and characteristics and inspired with proper adaptation by the WFD approach and objectives, aims to:
1. identify the most significant problems, pressing needs and challenges for the Mediterranean region relating to groundwater resources management,

2. list on-going regional and national processes, initiatives and projects developed to respond to groundwater issues in the region, and then create the basis for the development of additional joint initiatives and projects relevant to groundwater issues,

3. develop common approach methodologies and management strategies on groundwater resources based on the concept of integrated management of all available resources and develop adequate recommendations and technical specifications on priority issues,
4. transfer, exchange and demonstration of know-how on strategies, criteria, methodologies and tools used in the Mediterranean region on various groundwater management issues, such as inter-State cooperation regarding shared aquifers, remedial actions practised to recover salinized resources, management of data on shared aquifers, etc., and by then improve the awareness raising on issues relating to the groundwater protection and sustainable management.

PRIORITY ISSUES
The most pressing common issues, which are being addressed and discussed in the light of the Mediterranean Groundwater WG, are:
· Over exploitation of groundwater resources
The high population growth in the region, accompanied by increased rates of water consumption, has an adverse influence on groundwater resources. Demand is rocketing and the available renewable quantity diminishing, as a result of unsustainable extraction and exploitation of, in many cases, non-renewable resources. Moreover, precious groundwater resources in the region are being wasted through inefficient irrigation and drainage schemes.
· Saline water intrusion into groundwater
Around the Mediterranean region, many coastal aquifers have been depressed under the level of the sea by excessive groundwater over-exploitation. This has caused saline water intrusion after disruption of saline/fresh water equilibrium and many coastal groundwaters have turned brackish and become unsuitable for any purpose. This situation is almost irreversible. 
· Deterioration in groundwater quality
The quality of groundwater is vital for the natural function of groundwater in ecosystems, drinking water production and anthropogenic use of groundwater for agricultural, industrial and other purposes. Besides saline water intrusion, chemical groundwater pollution has also increased due to the expansion of agriculture and industry in the region.
· International cooperation

Geological formations have no regard to national boundaries. Groundwater resources in many aquifers of the Mediterranean region are shared by adjacent countries and are not managed in a suitable way because of contrasting capacities and institutional frameworks on each side of a boundary. The inter-State cooperation between Mediterranean countries regarding shared aquifers needs to be strengthened.

· Monitoring and data management
In many cases, there is a shortage of easily available, valid and reliable data and information on groundwater resources in the region. Information on groundwater resources and their quality, usage, consumption, aquifer capacity, withdrawals, etc. is scarce. The inadequacy of the information can lead to faulty planning.

· Institutional inefficiency
Management of groundwater in the region is characterized by a lack of laws and inadequate enforcement, political domination of the decision-making process, short-term planning, etc.
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