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CHAPTER 1: GEOGRAPHY 

Introduction 
Libya is located in North Africa. Its northern lands are part of 
a region called the Maghreb, which borders the Mediterranean 
Sea west to Morocco.1 During the colonial era, the French 
defined North Africa, or Afrique du Nord, as Morocco, 
Algeria, and Tunisia; modern geographical definitions include 
Libya but continue to exclude nearby Egypt.2 Cultural and 
political geographies include Egypt, Libya, and sometimes all 
of North Africa in the broad but loosely defined region of the 
Middle East, which in some analyses extends all the way to Afghanistan and Pakistan.3 

To the south, Libya is dominated by the Sahara, the world’s largest desert.4 Thus, most of 
Libya’s population of 6.7 million lives near the country’s long northern coastline, where the 
climate is hospitable year-round.5 The Libyan Desert, a sub-region of the Sahara, contains one of 
the richest fossil records on the planet.6 Many oil deposits exist throughout this region, making 
Libya rich in energy resources. The southern deserts are home to minority populations of 
nomads, herders, and oasis farmers.  

Geographical Divisions and Topographical Features 
Covering more than 8.5 million sq km (3.3 million sq mi), or approximately 25% of Africa, the 
Sahara divides the continent into North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa.7 Situated on the north 
side of this demarcation, Libya shares borders with six countries: Tunisia to the northwest, 
Algeria to the west, Niger and Chad to the south, Sudan to the southeast, and Egypt to the east. 
At 1,115 km (693 mi), the land border with Egypt is Libya’s longest, although its southern 
border with Chad is shorter by only 60 km (37 mi). In the north, the Mediterranean Sea poses 
Libya’s only natural boundary. Measuring 1,770 km (1,100 mi), its coastline is the longest of any 
African nations that border the Mediterranean.8 Overall, Libya encompasses an area of 1,759,540 
sq km (679,362 sq mi), making it one of Africa’s largest countries. By comparison, it is slightly 
larger than the state of Alaska.  
                                                 
1 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, “Maghrib,” 2012, http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/356614/Maghrib  
2 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, “North Africa,” 2012, 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/418538/North-Africa  
3 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, “Middle East,” 2012, 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/381192/Middle-East  
4 Sahara is the Arabic word for “desert.” Thus, while there are many saharas, there is only one desert named the 
Sahara. Encyclopædia Britannica Online, “Sahara,” 2012, 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/516375/Sahara  
5 Central Intelligence Agency, “Libya,” in The World Factbook, 26 March 2012, 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ly.html Other population estimates are lower.  
6 Cassandra Vivian, “Chapter 1: The Natural World,” in The Western Desert of Egypt: An Explorer’s Handbook 
(Cairo, Egypt: The American University in Cairo Press, 2000), 4–5. 
7 PBS.org, “Africa: Explore the Regions: Sahara,” 2000, 
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/africa/explore/sahara/sahara_overview_lo.html  
8 Central Intelligence Agency, “Libya,” in The World Factbook, 26 March 2012, 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ly.html  

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/356614/Maghrib
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/418538/North-Africa
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/381192/Middle-East
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/516375/Sahara
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ly.html
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/africa/explore/sahara/sahara_overview_lo.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ly.html
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Because more than 90% of the country lies within the Saharan belt, Libya is mostly desert and 
semi-desert terrain.9 Sand dunes account for roughly 15% of the Sahara, and individual dunes 
can be enormous in size; near Egypt, a single dune known as the Libyan Erg is roughly the size 
of France.10 The desert’s dry, rocky plains and enormous sand seas contrast sharply with the 
arable lowland plains along portions of the northern coastline. The country has three historical 
divisions: Tripolitania in the west, Fezzan in the southwest, and Cyrenaica in the east.  

Tripolitania (Western Region)  
Tripolitania covers Libya’s northwest quadrant. Libyans now 
commonly refer to Tripolitania as the “Western Region.” The 
Sahel al-Jefara, or Jefara Plain, runs along the Mediterranean 
coastline in the far northwest. Reaching a maximum width of 
approximately 120 km (75 mi), the triangular plain rises as it 
extends toward the foothills of the Jebel Nafusah, or Nafusah 
Plateau, to the south.11 Inland from the sandy beaches and 
marshes of the coast, the Jefara Plain is used for dry-land 
agriculture and well-driven irrigated farming. South of the 
arable land, the Jebel Nafusah’s ridges and areas of loose gravel and sand stretch to the southern 
escarpment, which at its highest point is about 1,000 m (3,281 ft) above sea level. Traces of 
ancient volcanoes are visible in the black rock formations and lava fissures of the escarpment. 
Some of these fissures were further divided over time by wadis (former water-runoff channels), 
creating a number of distinct massifs.12 These have individual names, but together they are 
known as “the Jebel.”13 The rocky, largely barren al-Hamra Plateau lies south of the Jebel 
Nafusah.14 

Tripolitania is Libya’s most populous region, home to roughly half the national population.15, 16 
The capital, Tripoli, is the largest cluster in the region. Most of Libya’s agricultural production is 
found in Tripolitania’s fertile land along the coast, where citrus fruit, olive trees, and principal 
crops (such as tomatoes, wheat, barley, potatoes, dates, and soybeans) thrive.17 In the inland 
area, cattle and sheep graze in pastures. Further south, the terrain is swallowed by sand dunes. 

 

                                                 
9 Central Intelligence Agency et al., “Libya,” in Encyclopedia of Earth, 31 December 2011, 
http://www.eoearth.org/article/Libya  
10 Debra A. Miller, Libya, Modern Nations of the World series (San Diego: Lucent Books, 2005), 12.  
11 LaVerle Berry, “Chapter 2: The Society and Its Environment: Geography: Regions,” in Libya: A Country Study, 
ed. Helen Chapin Metz (Washington, DC: Federal Research Division, Library of Congress, 1987), 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/lytoc.html  
12 Massifs consist of hardened elevated crust or mountainous regions where individual peaks are formed or separated 
from surrounding rocks by the combined forces of uplift and erosion.  
13 William Bayne Fisher, “Chapter 18: Libya: Tripolitania,” in The Middle East: A Physical, Social, and Regional 
Geography, 7th ed. (London: Methuen & Co. 1978), 542. 
14 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, “Libya: Relief,” 2012, 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/339574/Libya/46539/Relief  
15 Gwillim Law, “Districts of Libya,” Statoids.com, 28 January 2012, http://statoids.com/uly.html  
16 World Gazetteer, “Libya: Administrative Divisions: Calculation 2012,” n.d., http://world-
gazetteer.com/wg.php?x=&men=gadm&lng=en&des=wg&geo=-133&srt=npan&col=abcdefghinoq&msz=1500  
17 Peter Malcolm and Elie Losleben, “Appendix: Economic Libya,” in Cultures of the World: Libya (New York: 
Marshall Cavendish, 2004), 134–135. 

http://www.eoearth.org/article/Libya?topic=49460
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/lytoc.html
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/339574/Libya/46539/Relief
http://statoids.com/uly.html
http://world-gazetteer.com/wg.php?x=&men=gadm&lng=en&des=wg&geo=-133&srt=npan&col=abcdefghinoq&msz=1500
http://world-gazetteer.com/wg.php?x=&men=gadm&lng=en&des=wg&geo=-133&srt=npan&col=abcdefghinoq&msz=1500
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Fezzan 
The second-largest and least-populated region, Fezzan takes 
up the southwestern portion of Libya.18 Topographically, 
Fezzan is characterized by an elevated great basin with 
numerous east-west oriented depressions and the vast idehan 
(sand seas) of the northern Sahara, such as the Marzuq. Before 
desertification consumed much of the region, Fezzan 
contained a fertile plateau and well-traveled routes linking the 
African interior to the Mediterranean Sea. 

Hidden in the region’s vast expanses of sand dunes are oases with vegetation and, in some cases, 
small lakes. Some ancient oasis cities remain important outposts in southwestern Fezzan. 
Depressed areas among the dunes conceal desiccated riverbeds (wadis) that lead to dry basins 
(sarir) where large salt deposits exist. Basins that have been filled by shifting sands are called 
ergs. Exposed, wind-eroded rock plateaus known as hamada are a common feature of this 
portion of the desert.19 The low Acacus Mountains in southwestern Fezzan contain famous 
archaeological sites that are included on the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) World Heritage List.20 Settlement ruins found near ancient rock art 
date to the ninth century B.C.E. and earlier. 

Cyrenaica  
Making up the eastern half of the country, Cyrenaica is 
Libya’s largest geographical region. It is home to more than a 
million people. Similar to Tripolitania, Cyrenaica’s 
topography consists of several terraces that rise from the 
shore. Libya’s second-largest city, Benghazi, is the main city 
in Cyrenaica, on the eastern coast of the Gulf of Sidra. South 
along the gulf coast is Libya’s lowest point, Sabkhat 
Ghuzayyil at 47 m (154 ft) below sea level.21 Inland from the 
coastal escarpment are the second and third terraces, where the ancient Greek cities of Cyrene 
and Barca were located (the latter is now destroyed). The terrain further rises into the upper 
elevations of the Jebel al Akhdar, or Green Mountains, which reach a high point of 882 m (2,894 
ft). Thereafter, the terrain descends into the Libyan Desert, which covers most of the Cyrenaica 
region. In the south, the terrain again rises into a desert plateau.  

The Libyan Desert is a distinct sub-region of the Sahara that comprises three massive sand seas. 
The Rebiana and Calanscio sand seas are wholly within Libya, while the larger Great Sand Sea 
originates in northeast Libya and runs southeast, deep into Egypt.22 At the southern edge of 

                                                 
18 Ronald Bruce St. John, “Fezzan,” in Historical Dictionary of Libya (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2006), 
75–76.  
19 Anthony Ham, “Eastern Cyrenaica: Tobruk,” in Libya, 1st ed. (Melbourne, Australia: Lonely Planet Publications, 
2002), 22–23.  
20 UNESCO, “Rock-Art Sites of Tadrart Acasus,” 2012, http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/287  
21 Central Intelligence Agency et al., “Libya,” in Encyclopedia of Earth, 31 December 2011, 
http://www.eoearth.org/article/Libya  
22 Cassandra Vivian, “Chapter 1: The Natural World,” in The Western Desert of Egypt: An Explorer’s Handbook 
(Cairo, Egypt: The American University in Cairo Press, 2000), 11–13. 

http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/287
http://www.eoearth.org/article/Libya?topic=49460
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Cyrenaica on the border with Chad, a mountain range known as the Tibesti Massif supports a 
unique ecosystem and contains Libya’s highest point, Bikku Bitti, which reaches 2,267 m (7,438 
ft).23  

Climate 
Two distinct geographic features determine Libya’s climate: 
the Mediterranean Sea and the Sahara. To the north, the 
Mediterranean climate has two main seasons. Summer, from 
April through September, is hot and dry; winter is moderately 
cool and wet, but can change daily to comfortably warm and 
sunny. Tripoli experiences average temperatures of 11°C 
(52°F) in January and 28°C (82°F) in July. The region is prone 
to extreme highs—in 1922, in the town of Al Aziziyah, near 
Tripoli, the temperature reached 58°C (136°F), a world record.24, 25 South of the coastal region, a 
desert climate predominates. Temperatures vary dramatically throughout the day, from daytime 
highs of 38°C (100°F) to nighttime lows below freezing.26  

Because of its dominant desert climate and location on the southern edge of the Mediterranean 
basin, Libya receives less rainfall than other Mediterranean countries. In general, the steppe 
regions in the north receive less than 10 cm (4 in) of annual precipitation, while less than 2.5 cm 
(1 in) of rain falls each year in the desert.27 The wettest place 
in the country, along the east-central coast of the Jebel al 
Akhdar range, receives as much as 60 cm (24 in) of 
precipitation per year. 28, 29 To the east of this range, the 
coastline is parched despite the Mediterranean Sea, which 
elsewhere provides a moderating influence. Likewise, the Sirte 
Desert in north-central Libya reaches all the way to the Gulf of 
Sidra on the Mediterranean coast.  

Northern Libya periodically endures droughts that can last from 1 to 2 years. This extreme 
weather condition is exacerbated by the ghibli: dry desert winds that blow from spring to early 
summer, and then sporadically throughout the year. The sand-laden ghibli originate in the 

                                                 
23 Central Intelligence Agency et al., “Libya,” in Encyclopedia of Earth, 31 December 2011, 
http://www.eoearth.org/article/Libya  
24 Arizona State University and World Meteorological Organization, “World: Highest Temperature,” n.d. 
http://wmo.asu.edu/world-highest-temperature  
25 NOAA, “Global Measured Extremes of Temperature and Precipitation,” 20 August 2008, 
http://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/oa/climate/globalextremes.html  
26 Francesca Di Piazza, “Chapter 2: The Land,” in Libya in Pictures (Minneapolis: Lerner Publishing Group, 2006), 
12–13. 
27 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, “Libya: Land: Climate,” 2012, 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/339574/Libya/46542/Climate  
28 BBC Weather, “Country Guide: Libya,” n.d., 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/world/country_guides/results.shtml?tt=TT000330  
29 Francesca Di Piazza, “Chapter 2: The Land,” in Libya in Pictures (Minneapolis: Lerner Publishing Group, 2006), 
12–13. 

http://www.eoearth.org/article/Libya?topic=49460
http://wmo.asu.edu/world-highest-temperature
http://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/oa/climate/globalextremes.html
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/339574/Libya/46542/Climate
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/world/country_guides/results.shtml?tt=TT000330
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interior highlands of the country and blow toward the Mediterranean Sea.30 These powerful, hot, 
and blinding winds are capable of forming a moving sandstorm wall up to 610 m (2,000 ft) high; 
they can ruin crops and kill exposed livestock within a few hours.31 

Bodies of Water 
Libya has no significant natural bodies of water or permanent 
rivers and streams. The desert climate reduces seasonal water 
runoff to a small region along the Mediterranean coast. There 
are no natural reservoirs of fresh water, other than some small 
saline lakes found in desert depressions between permanent 
sand dunes. The Zellaf Sand Dunes in the Fezzan region 
contain a set of lakes that formed when fractures in the bedrock 
released water from a deep aquifer. Levels of natron (a mineral 
found with other salts) in these small lakes are so high that 
buoyancy is exaggerated.32  

Ancient aquifers underneath the desert hold large freshwater reserves (tens of thousands of cubic 
kilometers) that feed small southern oases.33 The Great Man-Made River (GMR) project 
(Libya’s “Eighth Wonder of the World”) is tapping these aquifers to provide water for irrigated 
agriculture and cities to the north. Reservoirs were built near Benghazi, Ajdabiya, and Sirte that 
store the collected waters of the project.34 

Major Cities 
Libya is one of the least-densely populated countries in the world. But approximately 90% of the 
population live along the Mediterranean coast on less than 10% of the country’s land area.35 The 
major cities, particularly Tripoli and Benghazi, contain a large share of the national population.36 
During the 2011 civil war, residents (particularly those associated with Qadhafi) fled from cities 

                                                 
30 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, “Libya: Climate,” 2012, 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/339574/Libya/46542/Climate  
31 Peter Malcolm and Elie Losleben, “Chapter 1: Geography,” in Cultures of the World: Libya (New York: Marshall 
Cavendish, 2004), 12–13.  
32 Louis Werner, “Libya’s Forgotten Desert Kingdom,” Saudi Aramco World 55, number 3 (May/June 2004), 
http://www.saudiaramcoworld.com/issue/200403/libya.s.forgotten.desert.kingdom.htm  
33 Waniss A. Otman and Erling Karlberg, “Chapter 5: Infrastructure in Libya,” in The Libyan Economy (Berlin: 
Springer, 2007), 163.  
34 John Watkins, “Libya’s Thirst for ‘Fossil Water,’” BBC News, 18 March 2006, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/4814988.stm  
35 Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, United States Department of State, “Background Note: Libya,” 9 March 2012, 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5425.htm  
36 World Gazetteer, “Libya: Largest Cities and Towns and Statistics of Their Population: Calculation 2012,” n.d., 
http://world-gazetteer.com/wg.php?x=&men=gcis&lng=en&des=wg&geo=-
133&srt=pnan&col=abcdefghinoq&msz=1500&pt=c&va=&srt=npa  

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/339574/Libya/46542/Climate
http://www.saudiaramcoworld.com/issue/200403/libya.s.forgotten.desert.kingdom.htm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/4814988.stm
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5425.htm
http://world-gazetteer.com/wg.php?x=&men=gcis&lng=en&des=wg&geo=-133&srt=pnan&col=abcdefghinoq&msz=1500&pt=c&va=&srt=npa
http://world-gazetteer.com/wg.php?x=&men=gcis&lng=en&des=wg&geo=-133&srt=pnan&col=abcdefghinoq&msz=1500&pt=c&va=&srt=npa
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as well as to them.37 In 2012, Benghazi and Tripoli began to see an influx of refugees from 
Syria.38  
City Estimated Population 2012 

Tripoli 1,018,648 

Benghazi 632,937 

Misratah 285,759 

Tobruk (Tubruq) 138,353 

Sabha 99,028 

Al-Khufrah Oasis 57,394 (district) 

 
Tripoli 
Tripoli is located in the northwest on the shore of the 
Mediterranean.39 Also known as Tarabulus al-Gharb (“Tripoli 
of the West”), this coastal oasis is Libya’s capital and major 
economic engine. It is Libya’s only city with a population 
over 1 million, and more than 2 million people live in the 
greater metropolitan area.40 Planned use of the limited arable 
land provides the bulk of the region’s vegetables, fruit, 
tobacco, and grain supply. Tripoli is also home to the nation’s 
largest port. Fresh seafood is abundant because the fishing industry operates in nearby 
Mediterranean waters.41 Other major industries include tobacco processing and the manufacture 
of textiles such as carpets. The city’s heavy industry includes auto assembly plants and an oil 
depot.  

Called “The White City” for its brilliant white buildings that reflect the sun, Tripoli initially 
developed as a trade route terminus for overland caravans and seagoing ships.42 Many historic 
buildings remain in the old quarter, an ancient walled section known as a medina. Italians 
expanded the city with broad streets, parks, and colonial residences. The city’s modern section 
holds skyscrapers, factories, and the University of Tripoli. 

                                                 
37 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, “Libya: Many IDPs Return by Concerns Persist for Certain Displaced 
Groups,” 8 March 2012, http://www.internal-displacement.org/countries/libya  
38 UNHCR, “UNHCR Libya External Update,” February 2012, http://www.internal-
displacement.org/8025708F004CE90B/%28httpDocuments%29/9A88168EE37F7A66C12579B400387905/$file/U
NHCR+External+update+-+February+2012.pdf  
39 Ronald Bruce St. John, “Tripoli,” in Historical Dictionary of Libya (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2006),  
254–255. 
40 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, “Tripoli,” 2012, http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/605829/Tripoli  
41 Debra A. Miller, Libya, Modern Nations of the World series (San Diego: Lucent Books, 2005), 10–11. 
42 Francesca Di Piazza, “Chapter 2: The Land,” in Libya in Pictures (Minneapolis: Lerner Publishing Group, 2006), 
18. 

http://www.internal-displacement.org/countries/libya
http://www.internal-displacement.org/8025708F004CE90B/%28httpDocuments%29/9A88168EE37F7A66C12579B400387905/$file/UNHCR+External+update+-+February+2012.pdf
http://www.internal-displacement.org/8025708F004CE90B/%28httpDocuments%29/9A88168EE37F7A66C12579B400387905/$file/UNHCR+External+update+-+February+2012.pdf
http://www.internal-displacement.org/8025708F004CE90B/%28httpDocuments%29/9A88168EE37F7A66C12579B400387905/$file/UNHCR+External+update+-+February+2012.pdf
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/605829/Tripoli
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During the 2011 civil war, the city suffered physical damage and population loss from air strikes 
and street fighting.43, 44 A December 2011 estimate of 1.7 million residents fell to 1.1 million by 
March 2012.45, 46 The transitional government moved its headquarters from Benghazi to Tripoli 
in late 2011. Sporadic violence from armed militias continues in the city.47, 48, 49 

Benghazi  
Libya’s second-largest city lies in the northeast on a fertile 
coastal strip along the Mediterranean Sea and the Gulf of 
Sidra. Originally a Greek outpost, the city was later named for 
a 15th-century marabout (Muslim holy man), Sidi ibn Ghazi, 
who may be buried nearby.50 Benghazi has two large, 
economically significant ports; the main port is a center for oil 
production and refining. The city has served as a regional 
capital, and in 2011, it was where the rebellion against Qadhafi 
originated.  

Benghazi endured protracted Axis-Allied fighting during World War II, including repeated 
Allied bombing.51, 52, 53 In the 2011 civil war, warring forces struck again, with both Qadhafi and 
NATO air strikes as well as ground battles.54, 55 Since the victorious transitional government 

                                                 
43 International Commission of Inquiry on Libya, Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, “Satellite 
Imagery and the Libyan Conflict,” 23 February 2012, 
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/RegularSession/Session19/A_HRC_19_68_AnnexIV.pdf  
44 C. J. Chivers and Eric Schmitt, “In Strikes on Libya by NATO, an Unspoken Civilian Toll,” 17 December 2011, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/18/world/africa/scores-of-unintended-casualties-in-nato-war-in-libya.html?_r=1  
45 Christopher M. Blanchard, “Libya: Transition and U.S. Policy,” Congressional Research Service, 12 March 2012, 
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moved from Benghazi to Tripoli, some regional leaders have urged Benghazi to take more 
autonomy in the new nation.56 

Misratah  
Across from Benghazi on the western side of the Gulf of Sidra, 
Misratah is Libya’s third-largest city. Once a caravan transit 
point, it is home to one of the country’s oldest carpet and 
textile industries, as well as a sizeable steel production 
facility.57 Although Misratah lay between Qadhafi’s power 
bases of Tripoli and Surt, its residents protested with Benghazi 
from the beginning of the 2011 uprising. When government 
security forces began shooting on 20 February, the battle was 
on and lasted until Misratan militia members captured and killed Qadhafi in October.58, 59 
Recovery from the civil war along the city’s main business street is slow.60 Misratans elected a 
local council in February 2012 and are taking over management of their port. Their militia is 
accused of human rights abuses against Qadhafi loyalists.61 

Tobruk  
Tobruk is on the northeastern coast of Libya, 142 km (88 mi) 
west of the border with Egypt.62 Libya’s only natural harbor, 
the city was colonized by Greeks, Romans, and Italians. 
Tobruk was strategically important during World War II, and 
large war cemeteries are a legacy of that conflict. Oil has been 
a major industry since the 1960s.63 Rebels took the city early in 
the 2011 conflict.64, 65 Qadhafi forces soon attacked the nearby 
Sarir oil field, trying to stop oil revenues from reaching rebel 
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hands.66 In 2012, Tobruk’s local council opposed the call for regional autonomy.67 

Sabha 
The de facto capital of the Fezzan region, Sabha is Libya’s 
largest oasis.68 Its location at the junction of two major 
caravan routes linking the African interior to the 
Mediterranean coast made it an important transit point. The 
oasis’ soil is fertile enough to support vegetable crops such as 
onions, and grains such as barley and wheat.69 Cargo travels 
in heavy trucks and camel trains on unpaved desert routes 
running southwest toward Algeria and southeast toward Niger 
and Chad. Sabha houses a military base, immigrant populations from Chad, Niger, and Sudan 
that are presumed to be Qadhafi loyalists, and many members of the Qadhadhfa tribe.70, 71 It 
became a Qadhafi stronghold during the 2011 civil war. In 2012, Arab-African ethnic violence 
threatens to overwhelm the authority of the transitional government.72 

Al Khufrah Oasis 
The Al Khufrah Oasis is in the southeastern region. A series 
of small oasis communities, Al Khufrah is one of Libya’s 
largest inland agricultural endeavors. These oases exist 
because of the water from the Nubian Sandstone Aquifer 
System. This giant aquifer’s reserves are estimated at 375,000 
cubic km (90,000 cu mi) of groundwater in vast chambers that 
extend below Libya, Egypt, Sudan, and Chad.73 The diversion 
of water to irrigated farms in the region may be causing some 
oasis lakes to dry up.74 
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Al Khufrah has been the site of repeated conflict since the onset of the civil war. Rebel and 
Qadhafi forces fought for its control in 2011.75 As of early 2012, post-Qadhafi intertribal 
conflicts had killed over a hundred people.76 

Environmental Issues 
Water is a major factor in the environmental issues facing 
Libya. On land, Libya suffers from droughts, shortages of 
freshwater, and desertification.77 In the sea, overfishing, 
pollution, and invasive species have a serious impact on the 
marine environment similar to the effect of desertification on 
land.78 Efforts to address these concerns include projects to 
reforest deserts, tap and redistribute water resources, and raise 
conservational awareness.79, 80 

The Great Man-Made River (GMR) is a massive underground water pipeline project. Begun in 
1984, the GMR project draws freshwater from the Nubian Sandstone Aquifers in the Sahara and 
transports it to the coastal plains for drinking and irrigation.81, 82, 83 The aquifers are 
nonrenewable resources that supply water to Libya, Chad, Egypt, and Sudan. The depletion of 
these reserves has begun to empty oasis lakes, raising international concern about the effect this 
will have on the ecosystem and habitat.84, 85 In 2011, NATO air strikes damaged the GMR 
project’s pipe plant.86, 87, 88 In early 2012, a Canadian company announced that it is resuming 
work on the project.89 
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The Mediterranean environment is particularly susceptible to pollution because its waters are 
bottlenecked at the Strait of Gibraltar and not flushed out and replenished in large quantity. In 
Libya’s coastal areas, the low awareness of environmental issues and the uncontrolled pollution 
from sewage, petroleum byproducts, and industrial and urban waste threaten marine 
biodiversity.90 Overfishing of valuable species, such as the Atlantic bluefin tuna, is an 
international concern, and Libya appears to be one of the largest non-EU culprits.91, 92 

The armed conflict throughout the country since 2011 has revived concerns about the polluting 
effects of war-damaged infrastructure, abandoned ordnance, undeclared chemical weapons, and 
poorly supervised nuclear fuels.93  

Natural Hazards 
Natural hazards in Libya are caused by the desert climate, which 
produces the spring and early summer ghibli sandstorms. These storms 
can last for hours or days, and can be powerful enough to displace the air 
with a dry, moving wall of dust and grit that can be deadly, depending on 
the length of exposure. Conversely, occasional extended downpours can 
lead to flooding, especially in urban areas that lack adequate storm 
drainage.  

Libya’s location near the convergence of the African and Eurasian 
tectonic plates leads to occasional significant earthquakes along the north 
coast.94 The region suffered major quakes in 365 C.E., when the ancient 
city of Cyrene was mostly destroyed, and in 1183 C.E., when a 
devastating quake in Tripoli killed an estimated 20,000 people.95 In 1963, an earthquake struck 
the town of Al Marj (Barca) in the northern Cyrenaica region, leaving 300 dead and another 
12,000 homeless.96, 97 
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CHAPTER 1 ASSESSMENT 

1. Tripolitania is now commonly referred to by Libyans as the Western Region. 
True 
Now commonly referred to by Libyans as the Western Region, Tripolitania covers the 
northwestern portion of Libya. 

 
2. Fezzan is Libya’s most populous region. 

False 
Libya’s most populous region is Tripolitania, home to half the population and the largest 
city, Tripoli. Fezzan’s southwestern deserts are Libya’s least populated region. 

 
3. Nighttime temperatures in Libya’s desert region can fall below freezing. 

True 
The temperate Mediterranean climate does not extend to the Sahara, where temperatures 
vary dramatically throughout the day, and can fall below freezing at night. 

 
4. Enormous sand dunes are referred to as ghibli by Libyans.  

False 
The ghibli are spring-to-summer desert winds capable of sandstorms that ruin crops and 
kill livestock. Shifting sands are called idehan or ergs. 

 
5. The Qadhafi government did nothing to address Libya’s recurrent droughts and water 

shortages. 
False 
The Great Man-Made River (GMR), a massive water pipeline project, was developed to 
tap water from desert aquifers and transport it to farms and cities. The aquifers, shared 
with neighboring countries, are showing signs of depletion.  
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CHAPTER 2: HISTORY 

Introduction 
Libya was a crossroads for ancient empires of the 
Mediterranean. The coast, which was connected to the desert 
interior via caravan routes, was the site of trading settlements 
and imperial outposts for the Phoenicians, Greeks, and 
Romans. From these early civilizations arose Libya’s 
historical geographic divisions: Tripolitania (northwest), 
Cyrenaica (east), and Fezzan (southwest). The Berbers, the 
native tribes of North Africa, were assimilated or replaced by 
foreign peoples over the centuries. The arrival of Arabs in the 7th century and a large influx of 
Bedouins (Arab nomads) in the 11th century brought Arab culture and the religion of Islam to 
the region. Beginning in the 19th century, Italy colonized Libya despite armed resistance from 
native populations. After World War II, the three historical regions became one independent 
country in 1951. In 1969, Colonel Muammar Qadhafi led the socialist Revolutionary Command 
Council to overthrow Libya’s federal monarchy. He ruled the country for 42 years with an 
eclectic, eccentric mix of socialist, Islamic, and Arab nationalist policies. But Libya’s troubled 
relationships with regional and global powers were shaped particularly by his state support of 
international terrorism. His repression of the Libyan people led to his overthrow and death in 
2011. After Qadhafi’s fall, the National Transitional Council (NTC) took control as an interim 
government. Elections for a national assembly to replace the NTC were scheduled for June 2012. 

Early History and Peoples 
Neolithic peoples lived in Libya before 8000 B.C.E.98 Rock carvings and paintings suggest that 
inhabitants were nomads, or semi-settled herders and farmers. (At that time, the region had a 
wetter climate, and grasslands covered what is now desert.) These indigenous groups preceded 
the Egyptian dynasties, which emerged to the east in the late 4th millennium B.C.E.99  

Berbers 
The many different indigenous tribes of North Africa are known collectively as Berbers or 
Imazighan. The name “Berber” comes from barbara, the Roman word for barbarian. Imazighan 
(singular Amazigh), which is the name they use, roughly translates to “free men.”100 Though 
their exact origins and early history remain unclear, the Berbers were nomadic pastoralists and 
farmers who lived throughout the northern African plains during the ancient era.101 Their grazing 
herds may have contributed to the region’s transformation from grasslands to desert after 
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2000 B.C.E.102 The Berbers struggled against foreign occupiers for thousands of years, and most 
were eventually assimilated. 

The ancient Egyptians knew one of the early Berber tribes as the Lebu.103 This is thought to be 
the root word for “Libya,” the name that the Greeks and others later applied to all of northern 
Africa except Egypt.104  

Phoenicians 
The Phoenicians founded an extensive trading empire along the Mediterranean coast. In the 12th 
century B.C.E., they sailed west from the ports of Tyre (in modern Lebanon) and Sidon (in 
modern Syria). From their eastern homeland, they expanded via the sea to avoid the inhospitable 
lands that surrounded them. Phoenicians were considered accomplished seamen, but they 
generally did not sail at night or venture out of sight of land. When they sailed to Spain for trade, 
they followed the southern Mediterranean shore as a guide and as refuge from winter storms. By 
1000 B.C.E., they were regularly visiting the North African coast, including Tripolitania.105 They 
traded and signed treaties with Berber tribes, and established colonies as far west as Carthage (in 
modern Tunisia).106, 107  

Garamantes 
During the 1st millennium B.C.E., the Garamantes were the 
dominant inland group. Archeological excavations have revealed 
several large Garamantian settlements in Fezzan. The ancient 
city of Garama thrived as a regional capital from 900 B.C.E. to 
500 C.E.108 Thought by some to be a Berber tribe, the 
Garamantes established settlements around oases, built stone 
dwellings, and developed impressive engineering skills.109 Most 
famously, they constructed foggares, which were stone-lined 
underground irrigation canals to cultivate the arid land around the oases. They also built tens of 
thousands of pyramid-shaped tombs.110 Although their political power was limited, the 
Garamantes controlled important regional trade routes. Later, they were able to slow the Roman 
Empire’s expansion across the region.  
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Ancient Empires 
Carthage 
The Latin name for the Phoenician colonies in North Africa was 
“pūnicus” or the Punic culture. The most significant colony, 
Carthage, was established in 814 B.C.E. as a city-state (in 
modern Tunisia, west of Tripolitania). Carthage gained authority 
over much of North Africa and the Mediterranean islands of 
Sardinia and Malta.111 It became the Phoenician power base 
after the Assyrians took Tyre, the capital of Phoenicia, in the late 
eighth century B.C.E.112 In Libya, the Phoenicians established 
the Punic cities of Sabrata, Oea, and Leptis Magna, which collectively became known as 
Tripolis, or “three cities.” (Today, the site holds Tripoli, Libya’s capital and largest city.) 
Phoenician power weakened during the Punic Wars with the growing Roman Empire. The third 
war resulted in the fall of Carthage in 146 B.C.E.113 

The Greeks 
Like Phoenicia, southern Greece was within sailing range of 
North Africa, and the Greeks colonized Libya’s northeastern 
coast. In 631 B.C.E., Battus founded the Greek colony of Cyrene 
that eventually gave its name to the region of Cyrenaica. His 
Battiad dynasty ruled for 200 years, establishing the port of 
Apollonia (Marsa Susah) and the cities of Euhesperides 
(Benghazi) and Barca (al-Marj).114, 115 The Greeks also 
developed trade routes southwest toward the oases of Murzzuk 
and southeast to the important trading post Siwa (in modern western Egypt).116  

The armies of Alexander the Great entered Cyrenaica in 331 B.C.E. after taking Egypt from the 
Persians. When Alexander died without ready heirs in 323 B.C.E., his advisor Ptolemy became 
the next satrap (leader) of Egypt, which then included Cyrene.117 The Ptolemies of Egypt, a 
Greco-Egyptian dynasty, later formed a federal constitution over Greek Cyrenaica. This 
arrangement lasted until Ptolemy Apion died in 96 B.C.E. and bequeathed Cyrenaica to the 
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Romans.118 The period of Ptolemaic rule brought economic, architectural, and cultural 
development in the region. 

Romans 
Rome took Cyrenaica in 74 B.C.E., and Tripolitania a few decades 
later.119 After suppressing rebellions in the Sirte area (south of the Gulf 
of Sidra), Rome brought Tripolitania and Cyrenaica into a single 
administrative apparatus by the end of the first century C.E.120 Although 
these regions retained distinctive Punic and Greek characters, their 
inhabitants shared a language and legal system under the Romans. 
Displaced Jews from the east, and later, Christians, also influenced the 
wider culture. (Tripolitania later came under the Roman church, while 
Cyrenaica looked to the Coptic church in Alexandria.)121 The Pax 
Romana of the Roman Empire brought 400 years of peace and 
prosperity.122 Benefits of Roman rule included urban forums, markets, 
and baths. Tripolitania and Cyrenaica increasingly produced to their strengths, with olive oil 
from the former region and wine, horses, and medicine from the latter.123 Rome also tried to 
subjugate Saharan tribes to the south, but the Garamantes and others were never entirely 
assimilated.124  

The Roman Empire in Africa reached its peak with the emergence of a Libyan emperor. 
Septimius Severus, from Leptis Magna (east of Tripoli), ruled from 193–211 C.E. He made his 
native city a major center for commerce and culture.125 After his reign, unrest spread across the 
empire as distant provinces increasingly governed their own affairs. A succession of evermore 
dictatorial rulers weakened the empire. Roman Africa contracted from its previous borders, 
which had stretched from Egypt in the east to Mauritania in the west, and north to the Strait of 
Gibraltar.126 In 365 C.E., a huge earthquake struck, destroying Cyrene, Leptis Magna, and 

                                                 
118 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, “Ptolemy Apion,” 2012, 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/482204/Ptolemy-Apion  
119 Martin Goodman and Jane Sherwood, “Chapter 28: North Africa,” in The Roman World, 44 BC–AD 180 
(London: Routledge, 1997), 278. 
120 Anthony Ham, “Eastern Cyrenaica: Tobruk,” in Libya, 1st ed. (Melbourne, Australia: Lonely Planet Publications, 
2002), 11. 
121 LaVerle Berry, “Chapter 1: Historical Setting: Early History: Libya and the Romans,” in Libya: A Country Study, 
ed. Helen Chapin Metz (Washington, DC: GPO for the Library of Congress, 1987), 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/lytoc.html  
122 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, “Pax Romana,” 2012, 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/447447/Pax-Romana  
123 LaVerle Berry, “Chapter 1: Historical Setting: Early History: Libya and the Romans,” in Libya: A Country Study, 
ed. Helen Chapin Metz (Washington, DC: GPO for the Library of Congress, 1987), 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/lytoc.html 
124 Geoff Simons, “Chapter 2: The Libyan Past,” in Libya: The Struggle for Survival, 2nd ed. (New York: St. 
Martin’s Press, 1996), 100–101.  
125 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, “Septimius Severus,” 2012, 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/536763/Septimius-Severus  
126 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, “Africa,” 2012, http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/8126/Africa  

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/482204/Ptolemy-Apion
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/lytoc.html
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/447447/Pax-Romana
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/lytoc.html
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/536763/Septimius-Severus
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/8126/Africa


LIBYA in Perspective  
 

© DLIFLC | 18 

Apollonia.127 A few decades later, the declining empire split itself and Libya into eastern and 
western halves—Tripolitania attached to the west and Cyrenaica to the east. 

Vandals and Byzantines  
Crossing from Spain in 429, a Germanic tribe known as the Vandals 
overran territory in Morocco and Algeria, ultimately establishing a 
kingdom based in Carthage. With the divided Roman Empire in decline, 
the Vandals extended their domain across North Africa. In Tripolitania, 
they levied taxes and exploited the land, leaving civil matters to the 
Romans. In 455, they were strong enough to sack Rome.128 Nearly 80 
years later, the Vandals fell to the Byzantines under General Belisarius, 
who was tasked with regaining control of North Africa for the Eastern 
Roman (Byzantine) Empire.129 Soon, Berber tribes in the Libyan interior 
formed the Zenata, a confederation that attacked the Byzantines from the 
south, while the Sassanians, a pre-Islamic Persian empire, challenged the 
Byzantines from the east.130, 131 Thus, Byzantine rule was fragile when Arabs arrived in the early 
seventh century.132 

Muslim Dynasties 
Not long after the death of the Prophet Muhammad in 632, Arab 
Muslim forces entered Cyrenaica. They established a provincial 
capital at Barca, and took most of Libya from the last of the 
Byzantine armies.133, 134, 135 Soon they were fighting Berber 
tribes in the region. While resisting Arab control, the Berbers 
gradually accepted the Muslim faith, often merging it with their 
folk traditions. Islam was developing numerous sects, which 
disagreed over the selection process for the successor to 
Muhammad. The two main branches of Islam, Shi’ite and Sunni, grew apart. A North African 
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sect, the Kharijites, attracted Berbers with its doctrine that the Muslim caliph (leader) need not 
be a descendant of the Prophet, an Arab, or an elite. In 712, the  Umayyad caliphate included 
Berber Muslim converts in its campaign to conquer Spain.136 The Umayyads, based in Damascus 
(Syria), were later toppled by the Abbasids, who moved the caliphate to Baghdad (Iraq).137 Sunni 
Abassid amirs (governors) brought regional infrastructure and prosperity to Tunisia and 
Tripolitania.138  

In the late ninth century, Berber converts to a militant Shi’ite sect known as Ismailis rose against 
their Sunni governors. The Ismaili leader al Mahdi (“divinely guided one”) claimed descent from 
Muhammad’s daughter Fatima.139 The Shi’ite Fatimids conquered Egypt in the mid-10th 
century. From Cairo, they challenged the Sunni caliphate at Baghdad, while allowing distant 
Tripolitania to fall into decline.140 In 1049, Berbers rose again, this time as Zirid vassals 
challenging their Fatimid rulers by re-establishing Sunni orthodoxy in Tripolitania.141 The 
Fatimids responded by encouraging a large population of Bedouins from Arabia—the 
Hilalians—to migrate west across North Africa. These Arab nomads sacked Cyrene and Tripoli, 
and settled in areas from Libya to Morocco. Their presence in the region eventually replaced 
farming with herding, and produced a lasting cultural Arabization.142 In 1160, yet more Berbers, 
the Almohads from Morocco, extended their Islamic rule east to Tripolitania. When the 
Almohads shifted their focus to Spain, their appointed governor Muhammad bin Abu Hafs and 
his descendants ruled Tripolitania. The Hafsid dynasty survived along the coast until the 16th 
century.143  

The Ottoman Era 
In 1510, Spain captured Tripoli, and the Spanish king entrusted the city to the Knights of Saint 
John, a militant Christian group that sought to counter Muslim influence in the region. The 
Spanish were competing with the Turkish Ottoman Empire for control of the Mediterranean 
region. Pirates frequented the Barbary Coast (as the shores of North Africa became known). The 
famed Khair ad Din, or Barbarossa (“Red Beard”), conquered North African territory in the 
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name of the Ottoman Empire.144 Piracy, including the capture and trade of slaves, made up a 
large share of regional economic activity for many centuries.145  

In 1551, Turks captured Tripoli from the Knights of Saint John, 
beginning a long period of Ottoman influence along the Libyan coast. 
Tripoli became a powerful regency of the empire.146 Military units of 
janissaries soon dominated the region. They ruled by force and were 
only nominally subject to a local governor, or pasha; thus, frequent 
military coups occurred.147 In 1711, Ahmed Karamanli, a cavalry officer 
of Turkish-Libyan descent, took control of Tripoli (by paying the 
Ottoman Empire for the position of regent). The Karamanli dynasty 
earned much of its income through piracy and extorting tribute from 
foreign ships in return for safe passage through nearby Mediterranean 
waters.148 After the U.S. and European powers refused to pay increased 
tribute in the early 19th century, Tripoli’s economy declined and civil war erupted.149 Amid the 
unrest, the Ottoman Empire reasserted its authority over the region in 1835.150 But with the 
empire in decay, Ottoman administration was largely ineffective during the following decades.151  
The Sanusi Brotherhood 
An important legacy of the Ottoman period was the creation of the Sanusiyyah, an Islamic order 
founded by Muhammad bin Ali as Sanusi (1787–1859), a well-traveled Muslim scholar and holy 
man. Born in Algeria, he promoted an austere version of Islam. In 1830, while traveling through 
Tripolitania and Fezzan on his way to Mecca, local tribes gave him the title of Grand Sanusi. 
After a stay in Mecca, the Grand Sanusi returned to Cyrenaica, where he established an Islamic 
zawiya (lodge) in 1843. Akin to the strict school of Wahhabism, the underlying principle of the 
Sanusi Brotherhood was an ethic of extreme self-discipline.152 This appealed to the Bedouin 
population of the Cyrenaica region, who joined the order in large numbers.153  
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After the Grand Sanusi’s death in 1859, his sons, Muhammad al-Mahdi and Muhammad Sharif, 
continued to spread the Sanusi message throughout the Sahara.154 In 1895, al-Mahdi—an 
effective, charismatic leader—moved the order’s center of operations south to the Al Khufrah 
oases, where the brotherhood’s missionary activities would be more effective in the face of 
French colonial advances in Sudan. By 1902, there were 146 Sanusi lodges throughout Africa 
and Arabia. In Cyrenaica, the lodge network connected most of the Bedouin tribes.155 The 
brotherhood served as an outlet of dissension against Ottoman authority, and played an even 
greater role in resisting Libya’s next foreign occupier.  

The Italian Colonial Era  
In the 19th century, Western Europe challenged the Ottoman Empire for northern Africa. Libya, 
which was still a conglomeration of tribal peoples in distinct regions, became central to Italian 
expansionist designs. Italy declared war against the Ottomans in 1911, on the premise that 
Ottomans had armed Arab tribesmen in an effort to thwart Italy’s local commercial interests.156, 
157 The Turks, preoccupied with a more pressing conflict in the Balkans, soon settled with Italy. 
The ambiguous Treaty of Lausanne, signed in 1912, required the Ottomans to cede 
“independence” to Cyrenaica and Tripolitania, while Italy simultaneously annexed the regions. 
The Bedouin tribes (who, as Muslims, still identified with the Ottoman sultan and Islamic law) 
took up arms against Italy.158 Led by the Sanusis, the resistance was strongest in Cyrenaica and 
Fezzan.159 Italy’s alignment with the Allied Powers in 1915 incorporated the first Italo-Sanusi 
War (1914–1917) into World War I. The Central Powers—Germany 
and Turkey—armed the Sanusis, who extended the front into Egypt but 
were soundly defeated there by the British. At war’s end, the Allied 
Powers accepted Italy’s claims to Cyrenaica and Tripolitania.  

Continued resistance against Italy was hampered by disagreement 
between tribal Sanusis in Cyrenaica and Fezzan and nationalists in the 
urban areas of Tripolitania. Nationalists (themselves divided between 
Berbers and Arabs) wanted a centralized republic, while the Sanusis 
wanted their own tribal states. When the Italians recognized 
Muhammad Idris, son of Muhammad al-Mahdi, as amir of Cyrenaica, 
some nationalists offered him leadership over Tripolitania as well.160 
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But Idris soon fled the country, and Italy (led by Benito Mussolini) started the second Italo-
Sanusi War in 1923. Tripolitania soon fell, but Cyrenaica resisted under the leadership of Sheik 
Umar al Mukhtar. After years of guerrilla warfare, Mukhtar’s capture and execution in 1931 
ended the Sanusi resistance.161 Italy then encouraged mass emigration to their “fourth shore,” 

investing in roads, ports, and an 1,822 km (1,132 mi) trans-Libyan aqueduct.162, 163 Over 100,000 
Italians immigrated, receiving land grants at the expense of Tripolitanians and Cyrenaicans, 
whose farmlands and livestock were confiscated or destroyed. In 1939, Italy officially 
incorporated Libya as an Italian territory.  

Libyan officials have since referred to the Italian colonial period as “virtual genocide” of the 
Libyan people.164 An estimated 25% of the Libyan population died during Italy’s 30-year 
occupation.165  

World War II 
Under Mussolini, Italy’s colonial campaign became a fascist 
pursuit of global dominance in the run-up to World War II. 
When the war reached the Mediterranean and North Africa 
regions, the Axis Powers had 200,000 Italian troops stationed in 
Tripoli, and the Allied Powers had 35,000 British troops in 
Alexandria, Egypt.166 The ensuing battles—characterized by 
tank warfare—were waged in the open desert and across the 
northern coastal cities, damaging infrastructure and local 
economies. By the time the Axis armies retreated west of Tripoli, western Egypt and Cyrenaica 
were the war’s longest ongoing theater of operations. Inhabitants of Cyrenaica—including 
veteran Sanusi fighters—supported the Allied troops, who expelled all Axis forces from the 
Libyan region by February 1943.167 The British took administrative control of Tripolitania and 
Cyrenaica, while the French established a presence in Fezzan.168  
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Independent Libya (United Kingdom of Libya) 
After the war, the Allies determined that Italy should not retain its 
colonial possessions. Their disposition became the responsibility of the 
newly formed United Nations. Negotiations over Libya were 
problematic because of its historical divisions. The British-backed return 
of amir Muhammad Idris to Cyrenaica in 1947 complicated matters 
when he proclaimed independence for the region in 1949.169 That 
November, the UN resolved that “Libya, comprising Cyrenaica, 
Tripolitania and Fezzan, shall be constituted an independent and 
sovereign state,” and set a unification deadline for 1 January 1952.170, 171 
After the creation of a National Constituent Assembly, which 
represented each province, a federal constitutional monarchy was 
established. King Muhammad Idris declared the independence of the United Kingdom of Libya 
on 24 December 1951, just shy of the UN deadline.172 

In 1952, Libya was one of the world’s poorest nations. It was the largest recipient of aid from the 
U.S. in the 1950s, and by 1960, U.S. and U.K. assistance made up a third of its economy.173 This 
external reliance on the West was at odds with the Arab Muslim nationalism that was spreading 
across northern Africa. Other rising regional powers, including Algeria and Egypt, were fueled 
by new oil wealth. In 1959, after a decade of exploration, drills finally struck large fields of oil in 
the Sirtica region of northwestern Cyrenaica.174 Yet the monarchy declined, and King Idris was 
suspected of funneling money to the Cyrenaican elite while most of the country remained 
impoverished. By the mid-1960s, the legitimacy of the monarchy was in question as King Idris 
failed to enact reforms.  

Revolution 
On 1 September 1969, a bloodless coup abolished the Libyan monarchy in a matter of hours. 
Spearheaded by a group of young military officers, the coup quickly received the support of the 
army and led to control over Tripoli and other key locations within a few days.175 A 14-member 
Revolutionary Command Council (RCC) proclaimed the Libyan Arab Republic, and moved to 
banish foreign military bases, suppress existing political parties, and appoint staff to run all 
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essential ministries.176 The members of the RCC were from middle-class and rural tribes, outside 
of the Sanusi elite that had declared independence two decades earlier. One of the RCC members 
was Captain Muammar Abu Minyar al-Qadhafi, a 27-year-old Bedouin from the Qadhadfa 
(Qathathfa) tribal area of Sirte.177 His peers promoted him to colonel as he became the country’s 
new leader.178  

From its first official communiqués, the RCC rallied the people with 
populist and revolutionary rhetoric, often inspired by Arab nationalism. 
Qadhafi’s “Third Universal Theory” proposed Islam (rather than 
Marxism) as a basis for socialist governance.179 (Muslim clergy objected 
that Islamic doctrine was not Qadhafi’s domain.180) In 1971, Qadhafi 
declared that the republic would have popular rule through regionally 
appointed representatives and a directly elected president. Early efforts 
to encourage participation in the government’s reform programs (zahf) 
were hindered by legislation such as “Law Number 71,” which made 
political activity outside the officially approved Arab Socialist Union 
illegal and punishable by death.181 Qadhafi then started the Popular 
Revolution (a.k.a. Libya’s Cultural Revolution) on the Prophet Muhammad’s birthday in 
1973.182, 183 By August, approximately 2,400 People’s Committees of 16 to 20 individuals were 
created to involve the public in reform.184 Committees chosen at the workplace, village, and 
neighborhood levels were responsible for selecting members to serve on district level 
committees, which in turn sent members to an annual General People’s Congress. This “direct 
democracy” brought the people’s views to Qadhafi, and sent his directives back to the grass 
roots.185 Qadhafi’s Green Book, published as three slender volumes in 1975, was declared the 
road map for the revolution. But his collected pronouncements on diverse topics (such as 
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denouncing private enterprise as exploitative) offered no clear model of what society he was 
trying to build. As a result, government initiatives came to be based on the latest thing he said.186  

Consolidation of Power 
A quadrupling of oil prices supported Qadhafi’s consolidation of power. 
But his policies often worked at cross-purposes and pitted groups within 
the RCC against each other. By the mid-1970s, ballooning oil revenues 
threatened to ignite inflation. Qadhafi remained uninterested in building 
a state bureaucracy capable of recycling oil revenues into the domestic 
economy. A resulting coup attempt was put down in 1975, and the 
number of RCC members (who were Qadhafi loyalists) dropped from 12 
to 5.187 In 1977 the regime executed many accused coup participants, the 
RCC was abolished, and its five members were appointed to the 
powerful General Secretariat of the General People’s Congress (GPC).188 

In 1977, the country was renamed the Great Socialist People’s Libyan 
Arab Jamahiriya. Power was directly vested in the GPC, to implement a “state of the masses” 
(jamahiriya).189 Even Libya’s embassies were renamed “people’s bureaus.”190 In the same year, 
Qadhafi tightened his control over the people by creating Revolutionary Committees to oversee 
the People’s Committees. Revolutionary authority “had power to supervise, whenever necessary, 
the ‘popular’ mechanism of government.”191 Appointment to the committees was contingent on 
loyalty tests, including memorizing Qadhafi’s speeches.192 Professed loyalty to Qadhafi’s cause 
was more important than any technical knowledge or administrative experience. Between 10% 
and 20% of the population were probably engaged in surveillance on behalf of the government, a 
rate comparable to Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and Kim Jong-Il’s North Korea.193 In 1979, Qadhafi 
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furthered his vision of Libyan “direct democracy.” He abandoned his official titles and positions, 
choosing instead to become the “Brotherly Leader” and “Guide of the Revolution.”194, 195  

The Pariah State 
Libya was suspected of state-supported terrorism from the 
early days of Qadhafi’s rule.196 In 1979 Libya was placed on 
the United States’ list of state sponsors of terrorism.197 In 
1986, Libyan involvement in the bombing of a West Berlin 
discotheque frequented by American military personnel 
brought about retaliatory U.S. air attacks against targets in 
Tripoli and Bengahzi, injuring Qadhafi and some of his 
children.198, 199 But he continued to support terrorism, most 
famously the 1988 bombing of a commercial flight over Lockerbie, Scotland. Subsequent 
political and economic sanctions worsened conditions inside the country through the early 
2000s.200 

The lack of public outrage in Libya over the U.S. attacks should have notified Qadhafi of his 
failure to inspire loyalty in the people.201 Nevertheless, reports of internal human rights abuses 
continued. Following military mutinies in the 1980s, Qadhafi authorized a paramilitary people’s 
force under a separate command in 1988. Islamist and other opposition groups in the 1990s were 
put down harshly.202 Exiles overseas sought to restore the monarchy and hold elections.203  

In the 2000s, Qadhafi tried to repair global and local excesses of his “pariah state.” Abroad, he 
made reparations for the Lockerbie bombing, ended Libya’s program for weapons of mass 
destruction, and entered the United States to speak at the UN.204, 205, 206, 207 At home, he blamed 
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bureaucrats for frittering away the people’s money, and proposed to dismantle much of the 
government, including a number of ministries, and distribute oil revenues directly to the 
people.208, 209 But his 2009 UN speech displayed contempt for much of the international 
community, and his harsh treatment of internal opposition grew. 

Fall of Qadhafi 
In February 2011, the government’s arrest of a human rights 
activist sparked protests in Benghazi that quickly spread 
throughout the land.210 When Qadhafi attacked the protesters 
from the air, the international community responded with a UN-
approved, NATO-enforced, no-fly zone.211, 212 NATO soon 
began an air campaign against Qadhafi forces, to support the 
rebels and the civilian population. By August, armed opposition 
groups drove Qadhafi and his supporters from power in Tripoli 
to his hometown stronghold in Sirte. On 20 October, social media went viral with images and 
video of a bloodied, captured, and finally, apparently dead Qadhafi. His body (along with his 
son’s) went on public display in a cold locker in Misratah for several days.213 Although his tribe 
and his exiled family sought possession of his body for burial, the NTC finally buried him in a 
secret location, in order to prevent both veneration and desecration of the site.214, 215 
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Recent Developments 
In 2012, Libya’s future is uncertain. The internationally 
recognized NTC scheduled summer elections for a national 
assembly and a constitutional referendum to follow.216 But this 
timetable was threatened by the council’s lack of nationwide 
control.217 Some Cyrenaicans have called for regional autonomy, 
while others disagree.218, 219 Independent militias continue to 
operate without national authorization in Tripoli, Misratah, and 
elsewhere.220, 221, 222 Violence continues throughout the country. 
On 11 September 2012 a mob stormed the U.S. consulate in Benghazi and killed four American 
personnel, including the American ambassador to Libya.223 Longstanding tribal and ethnic 
tensions have become violent throughout the south and the west, and hundreds are dying in each 
incident.224 The final disposition of Qadhafi’s arms and forces is an international concern.225 The 
NTC discovered undeclared chemical weapons and unarmed nuclear weapons in late 2011 (and 
committed to destroying them in spring 2012).226, 227 Neighboring states fear both Libyan 
weapons and Libyan-trained soldiers within their borders, and Libyan-supplied arms and 
expertise may be contributing to regional conflicts from Mali to Syria.228, 229  
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CHAPTER 2 ASSESSMENT 

1. The earliest foreign settlements along Libya’s Mediterranean shore were established by 
the Romans. 
False 
Phoenicians traded with Berbers before establishing colonies around the ninth century 
B.C.E. Greeks founded Cyrene in 631 B.C.E and bequeathed Cyrenaica to the Romans in 
96 B.C.E. 

 
2. The Berber tribes living in the region were initially hostile toward the Arab armies that 

arrived in the seventh century C.E.  
True 
Berbers struggled against the Romans, Vandals, and Byzantines before the Arabs arrived. 
While resisting Arab control, the Berbers gradually accepted the Muslim faith.  

 
3. In the early 20th century, Italy encouraged mass emigration to Libya, calling the territory 

its “fourth shore.” 
True 
Over 100,000 Italians were living in Libya by 1940. Many received the land of displaced 
Tripolitanians and Cyrenaicans.  

 
4. Sanusi amir Muhammad Idris proclaimed independence for Cyrenaica in 1949.  

True 
The British-backed return of Amir Idris to Cyrenaica complicated UN attempts to create 
a Libyan state unifying the historical regions of Cyrenaica, Tripolitania, and Fezzan. 
 

5. Qadhafi’s skillful manipulation of loyalty and fear deterred coup attempts during his 42 
years of rule in Libya.  
False 
In 1975, a major coup attempt against Qadhafi  was crushed. Military mutinies in the 
1980s led Qadhafi to create a separate paramilitary force. 
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CHAPTER 3: ECONOMY 

Introduction 
At the time of independence in 1951, Libya was one of the 
world’s poorest countries.230 In 1959, oil was discovered, and 
the country’s economic development changed dramatically. 
Libya began to export oil in 1961, joined the Organization of 
the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) in 1962, and soon 
became the world’s fourth-largest supplier of crude oil.231, 232 
Revenues flowed into state coffers, enabling the government to 
be relatively autonomous from its people.233 Libya became a 
rentier state, which derives its operating funds from control 
over a natural resource rather than taxes on national production. As a result, Muammar Abu 
Minyar al-Qadhafi, who came to power in a 1969 coup, was able to pursue an increasingly 
radical revolution (thawra) that relied on wealth (tharwa) from oil sales.234  

Government expenditure as a share of gross domestic product (GDP) rose considerably, in line 
with Qadhafi’s goal of creating a socialist “state of the masses” (Jamahiriya).235 The private 
sector shrank as family-owned trading firms, whose owners made money by exploiting their 
employees, were reorganized into worker-run “people’s supermarkets.”236 Private enterprise was 
banned for a time, and the nation’s centuries-old souks (bazaars), which were traditional centers 
of retail commerce, were closed.237 Economic reorganization increased the number of public 
sector jobs, moving citizens to curry favor with any government official in a position to allocate 
jobs. But supply never matched demand, and unemployment became a structural problem.238 
Economic growth was not inclusive. Opportunities were not shared equally throughout the 
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population, as reflected in low salaries and widespread poverty. Trade unions were forbidden, 
and fear seemed to sap business creativity and entrepreneurial spirit.239 

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) estimated that, in the aftermath of the civil war, the 
Libyan economy contracted more than 50%.240 Libya now faces the economic challenges of 
post-war reconstruction: rebuilding war-damaged properties, repairing infrastructure, and 
resuming public services. While the oil industry appears to be returning to pre-war production 
levels, other economic sectors remain paralyzed. 

Agriculture 
In Libya, agriculturally productive land is found along the 
northern coast and around a few interior oases.241 Major field 
crops are wheat, barley, and sorghum. The Italians introduced 
olive trees. Other tree fruits are almonds, citrus, apricots, and 
figs. Southern oases specialize in dates. In Cyrenaica, herders 
raise sheep, goats, cattle, camels, horses, donkeys, and mules.242 
In 1958, before the influx of oil revenues, agriculture 
contributed over 26% of GDP, and Libya was self-sufficient in 
food production.243 By 1978 agriculture had plummeted to just 
2% of GDP, and domestic food production eventually provided only about 25% of the country’s 
consumption.244, 245 The government promoted the growth of domestic agriculture with the Great 
Man-Made River project (GMR), which taps aquifers under the southern desert to supply 
irrigated farmlands (and cities as far north as Tripoli).246, 247  

Libyan farmers have traditionally grown crops for direct consumption (rather than storage or 
export). This often results in post-harvest financial losses for farmers, particularly in years with 
good harvests.248 Agribusiness solutions would stagger the growing season, create storage 
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facilities, and introduce modern technology and farming methods (such as hydroponic 
greenhouses and potted growing systems).249 Libyan scientists have traveled abroad to gain the 
necessary agricultural training.250  

The International Center for Agricultural Research in Dry Areas is helping Libya recover from 
the disruptions of the 2011 conflict, supplying seeds for the 2012 planting season.251 An outbreak 
of foot-and-mouth disease in animals spread from Egypt to Libya in 2012.252 

Industry 
Industry accounts for the majority of Libya’s GDP (56.7% in 
2011) because of the extraction, processing, and transportation of 
petroleum products.253 Other heavy industries produce 
aluminum, iron and steel, and cement, while light industries 
include food processing, handicrafts, and textile manufacture.254 
In addition to oil, nationalized industries are tobacco, salt, and 
esparto grass (used to make paper), which was once Libya’s most 
lucrative export.255, 256 

Libya’s physical infrastructure was reportedly deteriorating even before the 2011 conflict. Once 
military security and political stability have been re-established, reconstruction projects 
(estimated at USD 200 billion to 480 billion) are predicted to grow construction-related industry 
over the next decade.257  

Energy and Natural Resources 
Oil and gas are Libya’s most economically important natural resources by far. Proven reserves 
that were among the largest in Africa yielded 2% of the world’s annual production before the 
setback of the 2011 conflict.258, 259 In 2011, oil sales accounted for 65% of GDP and 95% of 
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export earnings.260 Libyan oil and gas moves through over 5,000 km (3,100 mi) of oil and gas 
pipeline, several domestic refineries (and a liquid natural gas facility), oil export terminals, and 
dozens of tankers to its final destinations, which include Libyan-owned refineries in Egypt and 
Europe.261, 262, 263 Analysts expect current proven oil reserves (46.4 billion bbls, now Africa’s 
largest) to grow when multinational companies feel confident enough of the new government to 
resume exploration. Libya’s optimistic projection is for oil production to surpass 2010 levels of 
1.8 million bbl/d and reach 3 million bbl/d by 2017.264 In April 2012, the oil minister reported 
that oil production was nearing pre-conflict levels.265 

Libya has met most of its domestic energy needs with oil-
burning electricity plants. It plans to convert more of these 
plants to natural gas to free up more oil for export. Abundant 
natural gas reserves (54.7 trillion cubic feet in 2011) permit 
inefficiencies in production: in 2009, almost half of the gas 
was vented, flared, or re-injected “to enhance oil recovery.”266 
Natural gas exports grew after Libya and Italy built the 595-
km (370-mi) “Greenstream” pipeline under the Mediterranean 
to southwestern Sicily.267, 268 Closed by the 2011 conflict, the Greenstream pipeline reopened in 
October 2011.269 Despite Qadhafi’s 1970 nationalization of oil companies, the industry depends 
upon foreign expertise, equipment, and market demand to convert oil into spendable wealth. 
Thus, Libya’s economy is sensitive to difficulties with the recruitment of qualified personnel, the 
participation of multinational companies, and drops in world oil prices. (Also, it had suffered 
under the periodic international sanctions brought about by Qadhafi’s behavior.)270, 271, 272, 273 
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International companies with interests in Libya include Occidental, Conoco Phillips, Exxon 
Mobil, Royal Dutch Shell, and British Petroleum.274 

Trade and Transportation 
Libya’s main exports are petroleum products. The European 
Union buys around 85% of Libyan oil and gas for export, with 
Italy leading France, Germany, and Spain (Spain buys all of 
Libya’s liquefied natural gas). China and the United States are 
other major purchasers.275 Libya must import almost everything 
else—food, machinery, transport equipment, and consumer 
products. The European Union, again led by Italy, is also 
Libya’s largest import partner, accounting for 40% of annual 
imports. Other major importers are China and South Korea, as well as nearby Turkey, Egypt, 
Tunisia, and Syria.276, 277  

In the 21st century, Libya is trying to overcome decades of international economic sanctions. 
Libya began the application process for membership in the World Trade Organization in 2004.278 
Libya belongs to free trade zones for Africans (COMESA) and Arabs (GAFTA/PAFTA). In 
2006, Libya declared two coastal free trade zones in Zuwara (west of Tripoli) and Misratah (east 
of Tripoli).279, 280 In the wake of the 2011 Arab Spring, countries of the Maghreb (Morocco, 
Algeria, Tunisia, Mauritania, and Libya) are looking to revitalize regional trade, which will 
require improving transportation to lower shipping costs, lowering tariff barriers, ending the 
arbitrary decisions of border personnel, and developing transparent means to settle trade 
disputes.281  

Libya has depended on foreign investment, expertise, and interest in trade to develop its 
transportation networks. Colonial-era railroads were closed in the 1960s, but Russian and 
Chinese projects began in recent years.282, 283, 284 World War II Allied military facilities became 
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modern air and sea ports, further developed by and for the oil and gas industry. Italy agreed to 
fund work on Libya’s coastal highway as part of a compensation package for colonial-era 
misdeeds.285  

Tourism 
Libya’s Mediterranean coastline and archeological sites are 
potential travel destinations for nearby European and Middle 
Eastern vacationers, and its deserts hold attractions for World 
War II history buffs and ecotourists. In the early 2000s, the 
tourism sector’s contribution to the economy grew to 3% of 
GDP, and a spurt in luxury hotel investment occurred later in 
the decade.286, 287 But analysts have questioned whether 
tourism can achieve its full potential in the face of visa 
difficulties and a blanket prohibition of alcohol.288 The 2011 conflict stopped all but business-
related travel, and further decline is predicted for the sector in 2012, followed by another decade 
for the sector to return to pre-conflict levels.289  

Banking and Finance 
Qadhafi nationalized Libyan banking in 1969–1970, but showed little interest in developing 
reliable government organizations that could administer Libya’s wealth.290 His attitude led to a 
coup attempt in 1975 and showed in 2009, when he proposed to distribute oil income directly to 
the people in order to end government corruption. (The proposal, which also would have ended 
public subsidies and services paid for by oil revenues, was delayed indefinitely by the people’s 
congresses.)291, 292, 293 Libya’s 21st-century attempts to meet international expectations for 
financial operations highlighted several deficiencies in the sector: 1) banks could not gather 
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reliable data on a borrower’s finances in order to assess loan risk; 2) small borrowers often did 
not have sufficient collateral to guarantee their loans; 3) managers lacked incentives for making 
private sector loans because the loans were not part of managerial performance evaluations. Also 
noted was the lack of a legal system to enforce contracts and facilitate recovery of collateral.294  

Early in the 2011 civil war, rebels reconstituted Libya’s national 
bank (and national oil corporation) to gain access to frozen 
funds (and sell embargoed oil).295 By 2012, the Central Bank of 
Libya resumed control of some USD 100 billion in government 
assets, and began to manage the supply of currency to support 
the exchange rate, reduce cash hoarding, and introduce new 
banknotes.296, 297, 298, 299 Libya’s stock exchange reopened 15 
March 2012, with 10 listed companies and 1 trade reported.300 
New banks with international backing and “no socialist legacy” are introducing new financial 
information and communication technologies (ICT) and a modern “sales and marketing” 
culture.”301, 302 

Standard of Living 
Libya’s small population and large GDP combine to produce the 
highest per capita income in the region. Life expectancy and 
literacy rates also surpass those of its North African neighbors. 
By international standards, Libya ranks as an upper middle-
income economy with high human development.303, 304 Yet 
these numbers mask an unequal distribution of economic 
opportunities and benefits, as well as high levels of 
underemployment, unemployment, and poverty (the CIA reports 
that one-third of Libyans are at or below the national poverty 
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line).305, 306, 307 Since the late 1970s, the government seized tens of thousands of homes and small 
businesses for transfer to new occupants at below-market rates.308 (Whether this was a 
redistribution to equalize wealth or an abuse of privilege is unclear.) Qadhafi’s later attempt to 
correct income inequalities through the direct distribution of oil revenues stalled partly because 
members of the voting bodies, including local people’s congresses, realized it would lead to the 
end of their government-subsidized, public-sector jobs.  

Political repression, as much as corruption and economic disparity, lowered Libya’s standard of 
living during Qadhafi’s rule. Human rights abuses—imprisonment, torture, rape, killing—did not 
end with his death. The rebel militias, the transitional authorities, and the diverse Libyan people 
now face the challenges of making and maintaining a society that is free from want and fear. 

Employment 
Historically, oil shifted employment in Libya from agriculture 
to industry, and later to service work, as Qadhafi distributed oil 
revenues to the people through the mechanism of public sector 
employment. In 2004, an estimated 59% of the labor force of 
1.1 million worked in services, compared to 23% in industry 
and 17% in agriculture.309 Foreign migrant workers were also 
attracted to industrial and agricultural work in increasingly 
wealthy Libya beginning in the 1960s; their numbers reached 
1.5 million, or nearly 25% of the total population.310 Libya’s high birth rates and decreasing 
death rates gradually produced a workforce larger than the government could employ. In recent 
years, calls for the deportation of undocumented workers became frequent, and youth 
unemployment rates rose as high as 30%.311, 312, 313 In 2012, the transitional government started 
to provide more public sector employment for young people.314 
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Public vs. Private Sector 
For several decades, Qadhafi continuously reconfigured the 
government in an effort to achieve Jamahiriya, his 
revolutionary socialist agenda. Public sector employment grew 
to (unsustainably) large numbers, and government staff were 
(increasingly) appointees averse to risk and fearful of initiative. 
Nationalization of industries did not end Libya’s dependence on 
private-sector firms to turn its natural resources into monetary 
wealth. The growing number of multinational oil projects in 
Libya caused the state negotiating agent, the National Oil Corporation (NOC), to fall behind in 
the approval process, which delayed oil exploration and production.315 In this environment, 
bribery became a means to expedite service, particularly because salaries in the public sector 
were extremely low.316  

Postwar Libya faces challenges to rebalance the public and private sectors. Early recovery 
efforts, such as increasing universal subsidies and funding more public sector employment, may 
have to be restricted in the medium term to long term to lower-income households. International 
observers (as well as many Libyans) would like to see more transparency and accountability in 
the government’s budgeting process and in the management of Libya’s sovereign wealth fund 
(oil revenues invested by the government to yield future income for its citizens). Reforms toward 
developing the private sector were legislated in 2010, and await investors’ trust in the new 
government and judicial system. The Central Bank of Libya may have to assist commercial 
institutions to continue lending during reconstruction.317  

Outlook 
During the 2011 civil war, oil production dropped but never completely stopped, and postwar 
recovery was more rapid than expected. Libya’s new government needs new initiatives to attract 
investment and to continue technological development in the oil sector. More importantly, the 
new government needs more equitable ways to distribute oil revenues to its citizens, and to 
reinvest revenues for the public good. Conversely, the new Libya’s citizenry will need patience 
to endure the slow pace of economic reforms, and time to develop new business and technology 
skills needed to stabilize and diversify the economy.  
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CHAPTER 3 ASSESSMENT 

1. Before oil was discovered in Libya, it was one of the world’s poorest countries.  
True 
Oil revenues have since filled the state’s coffers and subsidized healthcare and housing, 
but have not yet eliminated unemployment and poverty.  
 

2. Agriculture currently contributes 25% of Libya’s GDP, and domestic food production is 
sufficient to provide all the food that Libyans consume.  
False 
Domestic production accounts for only 25% of total food consumption, and 2% of GDP. 
Once self-sufficient, Libya now imports most of its food.  
 

3. Libya is modernizing its banking system to meet international operations standards. 
True 
In addition to meeting international standards, Libya’s banking sector will need a legal 
system that can enforce contracts and facilitate recovery of collateral.  
 

4. Qadhafi’s creation of public-sector jobs solved Libya’s problem with unemployment. 
False 
Qadhafi eliminated many private-sector jobs, and Libya’s workforce grew larger than the 
government could employ. Private-sector job growth could reduce future unemployment. 
 

5. Mostly covered by desert, there is little potential for tourism in Libya.  
False 
Libya’s beautiful Mediterranean coast, archeological and historic sites, and desert 
ecosystems hold tourism potential. With safety restored, nearby European and Middle 
Eastern tourists may return. 
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CHAPTER 4: SOCIETY 

Introduction 
The creation of a single Libyan state in 1951 consolidated the 
historical and cultural heritage of the unified three regions of 
Tripolitania, Fezzan, and Cyrenaica. At the time, Libya was 
largely a tribal society, administered locally by headmen and 
religious elites. Despite the declaration of a united kingdom, 
this social structure remained mostly intact under the monarchy 
of King Muhammad Idris as Sanusi.318 The discovery of oil in 
1959 soon brought immense wealth to a once-poor country. The 
transition from a subsistence economy to an oil-dependent 
economy brought profound social changes, including rural-to-urban migration and a weakening 
of the tribe as the primary source of patronage and security for the average individual.319 The 
monarchy’s perceived corruption and ineffectiveness—especially regarding its inequitable 
distribution of oil wealth—led to public discontent and, ultimately, revolution.320 

Colonel Muammar Qadhafi and the Revolutionary Council overthrew the monarchy in 1969. 
Qadhafi initiated reforms designed to create a classless society in which wealth was more fairly 
distributed among the people. After nationalizing business and finance, Qadhafi invested oil 
revenues in housing, education, and healthcare for the general population.321 He tried to break 
down traditional tribal alliances and power structures through local “people’s committees” and 
administrative boundaries that crossed tribal lines.322 In a complex and often contradictory 
manner, Qadhafi tied his socialist policies to Islam and Arab nationalism. As the government 
became the main source of economic opportunity and benefits, Libya became a welfare state. At 
the same time, Qadhafi’s tight governmental controls, institution of Islamic laws, and 
discouragement of foreign influence created a conservative, closed society.323 

 The 2011 civil war emerged partly from the poverty, unemployment, and pent-up dissatisfaction 
that marked Qadhafi’s failures to create a truly classless society. The war permitted old tribal and 
ethnic divisions to resurface, which had long repressed by Qadhafi’s internal security forces. In 
liberation, Libyans need to find new ways to express and accept social differences, while living 
and working together in an integrated society. 
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Ethnic Groups 
The vast majority (97%) of the Libyan population is described 
as Arab-Berber.324 Berbers, who call themselves Imazighan 
(singular Amazigh), are descendants of the native tribes of North 
Africa, whose presence there is thought to date back at least 
5,000 years.325, 326 Arabs first migrated to the region in the 
seventh century, when they spread Islam and the Arabic 
language throughout North Africa. Beginning in the 11th 
century, the large-scale immigration of Bedouins, or Arab 
nomads, led to the assimilation of most Berber tribes and the lasting Arabization of the region. 
Today, most Libyans share a predominantly Arab culture based on Sunni Islam and the Arabic 
language. Though the majority identify themselves as Arab, few can claim pure or even 
predominant Arab ancestry because of centuries of intermarriage with Berbers and/or the 
descendants of other peoples who occupied the region.327  

A small percentage of Libyans (approximately 3–5%, according to some sources) continue to 
identify themselves as Berbers, although they are typically of mixed ancestry.328, 329, 330 Their 
distinction from Arabs is expressed through language and culture.331 In general, they speak 
Berber languages and live in small, tight-knit communities in which farming and pastoralism are 
the primary economic activities.332 Most Libyan Berbers live in the Tripolitania region, although 
some live in scattered areas of Cyrenaica and Fezzan. 

 The Berber category is broad and tends to mask the diversity of the many tribes that it 
encompasses. A distinct subgroup of Berbers, the Tuareg, are indigenous desert nomads who are 
found throughout the greater Saharan region, including nearby Algeria and Niger. Within Libya, 
they are concentrated in the west (around Ghadames) and southwest (around Ghat and Murzuq). 
Known as a hardy, independent people, the Tuareg can be identified by their blue clothing, the 
dye of which stains their skin. For this reason, they are known as the “blue people.” They 
practice a folk version of Sunni Islam and give high social status to women, for whom the 
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privilege of reading and writing was traditionally reserved.333 In contrast to most Muslim 
communities, Tuareg men traditionally wear veils, but women are not 
required to do so.334 

Other ethnic groups include the Tebu (Toubou), who live in 
southeastern Libya (especially around the Tibesti Range), where they 
subsist as farmers and pastoralists. The Tebu practice a form of Islam 
that is heavily influenced by the Sanusi Order, an austere Muslim sect 
established in the Cyrenaica region during the 19th century. Also in 
Libya are black Africans, who are often migrant workers or the 
descendants of slaves. This group includes people from Mali, Chad, 
Sudan, and Niger.335 Finally, Libya is home to large numbers of 
Egyptian, Palestinian, and Tunisian immigrants, as well as small 
communities of Europeans, such as Italians, Greeks, and Maltese.336 

Languages 
Arabic is the official language of Libya. It is the most widely used language in the country, a 
trend that the Libyan government reinforced as part of its Arab nationalist policies.337 There are 
three major dialects of the language in Libya: Tripolitanian Arabic, Eastern Libyan Arabic, and 
Southern Libyan Arabic.338 Reflecting historical allegiances, the dialect spoken in western Libya 
(Tripolitania) is related to that of Tunisia, while the dialect used in the east is similar to Egyptian 
Arabic.339 Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), a formal version of the language, is used for all 
official correspondence and signage. MSA is generally understood throughout the Arab world. 
English is widely used as a second language, and French and Italian may also be used or 
understood, particularly in urban areas.340  

Berber languages—sometimes collectively named Tamazight—
are spoken within Libya’s remnant Berber communities. The 
most widely spoken of these is Nafusi, which is the first 
language of most Berbers in the Jebel Nafusah region and other 
areas of Tripolitania, as well as portions of nearby Tunisia. 
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Nafusi has its own dialects, including Zuara and Jerbi.341 At the other end of the spectrum, only a 
small group of Berbers in eastern Cyrenaica speak Awjilah. Though the men of this tribe 
typically speak Arabic as a second language (especially in public), the women speak only 
Awjilah; they therefore serve as the primary keepers of this dying language.342 The Tuareg speak 
a Berber language known as Tamahaq or Tamashek.343 The Tebu speak their own language; its 
various dialects are not mutually intelligible.344 Overall, most Berber and other native-language 
speakers also speak Arabic. 

Religion 
Islam is the predominant religion in Libya. Arab armies introduced the 
religion to North Africa in the seventh century C.E.; its presence was 
firmly established in the region by the Bedouin tribes who began arriving 
in large numbers in the 11th century. The native Berbers synthesized 
Islam with their indigenous religious practices, which included the 
veneration of local saints and a belief in spirits and various 
superstitions.345 Over the centuries, practitioners of this folk version of 
Islam formed brotherhoods around venerated holy men, who were 
believed to be endowed with spiritual power, or baraka.346  

After Qadhafi overthrew King Idris in 1969, he embraced Islam as an 
essential component of his revolutionary reforms.347 With the stated goal 
of reshaping Libyan society according to Islamic law and custom, he ordered the prohibition of 
alcohol, the transformation of churches into mosques, the adoption of the Islamic lunar calendar, 
and the closure of nightclubs and similar entertainment venues.348 He also called for the full 
institution of shari’a, or Islamic law, including the potential use of traditional forms of Islamic 
punishment, such as flogging and amputation. (These latter reforms were never fully 
institutionalized.)349  
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Widely interpreted as a method of legitimizing and consolidating his authority, Qadhafi’s 
religious reforms led to the weakening of the traditional Muslim establishment, including the 
ulama, or Islamic scholars. Qadhafi’s unorthodox views, including his notion that the Quran, the 
holy book of Islam, could be read and interpreted by any Muslim, drew criticism from Muslim 
leaders.350 In turn, Qadhafi took steps to limit their power, including taxing their income and 
prohibiting them from commenting on political matters. He defended his “populist” version of 
Islam by claiming that his reforms captured the true spirit of Islam.351  

Accordingly, Islam is the official state religion of Libya and a major influence on society and 
daily life. Approximately 97% of Libyans—almost the entire Muslim population—practice the 
Sunni form of Islam. Small numbers of Kharijites, a small Islamic sect, are among the Berber 
community. Generally, Libyans adhere to the essentials of Islam by praying five times a day, 
giving alms to the poor, and fasting during Ramadan. Some groups, such as the Tuareg, continue 
to practice elements of folk Islam, while others, such as the Tebu, remain heavily influenced by 
the Sanusis.352  

Gender Issues 
Shaped by Islamic custom, Libyan society is traditionally conservative 
and patriarchal. Men have greater authority and freedom than women. 
Customary gender roles are expressed in the traditional association of 
men with the public sphere and women with the private, domestic 
sphere.353 Many women tend not to venture into public alone; instead, 
they socialize in private spaces with other women. Conversely, men 
typically socialize in public—in coffee houses, for example. Such habits 
accord with the Islamic custom of separating the sexes. (Bedouin and 
Berber women of tribes such as the Tuareg have traditionally 
maintained a significant public presence and a status equal to or even 
greater than that of men.354) 

In opposition to patriarchal tradition, the Qadhafi regime in 1969 issued the Constitutional 
Proclamation granting women equal status. Article 5 of the proclamation simply stated: “All 
citizens are equal before the law.”355 Over the years, Qadhafi instituted reforms to promote 
gender equality and enhance the general welfare of women. These reforms included laws 
enforcing equal pay and extension of social security benefits to single mothers, elderly divorcees, 
and widows. The government set the minimum age of marriage for women at 16 and granted 
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women the right to consent to marriage, to polygamy, and, in some cases, to marry without 
parental approval.356 Libyan women also received enhanced divorce and property rights.357  

Qadhafi encouraged women to seek an education and participate in the workforce and political 
sphere. He also advocated women’s enlistment in the military, establishing female military 
academies and using female bodyguards for his personal security force.358, 359 Many women 
benefited from increased opportunities in education and employment. In the 2000s, women made 
up 30% of the Libyan workforce, a substantial increase from 6% in the 1970s.360, 361 

Despite Qadhafi’s much-touted reforms, males still dominate in Libyan society.362 Purdah, the 
Islamic custom of secluding and veiling women, is still practiced by segments of society.363 
Many women adhere to the practice of hijab, in which they cover their heads when in public. 
They may do so to avoid intimidation and harassment from males, and because social pressure to 
conform remains strong.364 Women in newly liberated Libya are concerned that men may revert 
to imposing polygamy, rather than seeking permission. Few women are part of the National 
Transitional Council, and drafts of a new election law seemed to limit the number of women’s 
seats in a future parliament to 10%.365, 366, 367 

Cuisine 
Reflecting North African cuisine, Libyan food exhibits Arabic and Mediterranean influences. 
Grains (e.g., wheat, barley, and rice) and fruits (e.g., dates, apricots, and figs) are staples, 
although domestic agricultural production is low. Couscous, a granular pasta made from 
semolina (wheat), is one of the most common dishes. Lamb and mutton—both sheep products—
are the most widely consumed meats. They are often grilled in chunks as kabobs or stewed with 
vegetables and served with rice or couscous. Chicken and beef may also be consumed, while fish 
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is mainly limited to coastal areas.368 Pork is strictly avoided in accordance with Islamic custom. 
Kesrah, an unleavened bread, is a typical accompaniment to meals.369  

Common Libyan dishes include sharba libiya, a spicy lamb and 
tomato soup, and mouloqiyah, an assortment of steamed 
vegetables.370 Another popular dish, bazeen, consists of a mound 
of dough served with a tomato-based sauce, meat, potatoes, and 
perhaps eggs.371 A common sweet dish is basbousa, which is a 
semolina-almond cake that may be served with yogurt.372 Asida, a 
serving of dough topped with butter and syrup or honey, is 
another popular dessert. Sweet mint tea and black coffee are the 
most common beverages. The consumption of alcohol is 
prohibited by Libyan and Islamic law.373 Libyans generally eat at home rather than in 
restaurants. Since Libya imports over 75% of its food, foreign food items are available in 
markets.  

Traditional Dress 
Islamic custom has historically determined the traditional dress for 
Libyans, which is generally conservative. For men, traditional garb 
includes a long white robe worn over a shirt and pants. Headgear, such 
as a white turban or a black or white brimless cap, may also be worn. 
Traditional women’s clothing consists of long, flowing dresses richly 
accessorized with necklaces and other jewelry. Headscarves are 
customary. Married women may wear black as a symbol of their marital 
status. Some women may wear expansive robes covering their entire 
body. 

Although traditional dress is still worn (particularly in rural areas), 
modern styles and brands of clothing are increasingly common in 
cities.374 Urban men may wear a suit and tie, or jeans with long- or short-sleeve shirts. Young 
women may wear Western-style blouses and skirts, as well as a customary head covering. Girls 
wear colorful dresses or skirts, usually with dark pants underneath. Urban dwellers may wear 
traditional clothing on special occasions.375, 376  
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The Arts 
Dance and Music 
Traditional dance and music performances are held at wedding 
ceremonies and cultural festivals. Traditional musical 
instruments include the gheeta, which is like an oboe or 
clarinet, and the nay, a flute. These are often accompanied by a 
tende, a drum made from skin stretched over a mortar, and a 
zukra, a bagpipe-like instrument made of reed and goatskin.377 
Together, these instruments are used to play mriskaawi, one of 
the most well-known forms of traditional Libyan music.378 
Such performances are frequently accompanied by lively dance routines influenced by Berber or, 
specifically, Tuareg traditions. In one traditional dance performed by the Tuareg, women play 
the tende and sing folk songs while men circle them on camels. Though modernized versions of 
mriskaawi exist, the contemporary Libyan music scene is dominated by pop music, primarily 
from Egypt.379  

Sports and Recreation 
Soccer, known throughout the world as football, is the most 
popular sport in Libya. The country has a series of professional 
and semi-professional leagues headed by the top-flight Libyan 
Premier League. The major urban centers of Tripoli and 
Benghazi host most of the teams. Libya’s national team is 
known as the Greens. The team’s high point in international 
play came in the 1982 African Cup of Nations, which Libya 
hosted. The Greens lost the final in a penalty kick shootout to 
Ghana.380 During the period of UN sanctions, the national team was prohibited from 
international competition. Upon the suspension of sanctions in 1999, Libya’s team reemerged on 
the international scene with one of Qadhafi’s sons, Al-Saadi Qadhafi, playing as the team 
captain.381 In 2012, the team achieved its highest world ranking to date, just missing the year’s 
African Cup of Nations quarterfinals.382  

Reflecting traditional Libyan culture, horse and camel racing are popular. (The ancient 
Garamantes of Fezzan are said to have introduced chariot racing to the Greeks and Romans.383) 
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Libyans also enjoy automobile racing, a legacy of the Italian colonial era when Libya was home 
to the Tripoli Grand Prix.384 Swimming and other water sports are popular along the 
Mediterranean shore.385  
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CHAPTER 4 ASSESSMENT 

1. Most Libyans are of pure Arab descent.  
False 
Most Libyans are of mixed Arab-Berber descent. The majority of Libyans identify 
themselves culturally as Arab.  
 

2. Speaking a Tamazight language is a way to express one’s cultural identity as a Berber.  
True 
Libya’s remnant Berber communities speak varieties of Tamazight, a collective name for 
Berber languages including Nafusi, Awjilah, and Tamashek. Most Tamazight speakers 
also speak Arabic. 
 

3. The Qadhafi regime accorded equal status to men and women.  
True 
Qadhafi encouraged women to seek an education, participate in the workforce and 
political sphere, and enlist in the military.  
 

4. Islamic and patriarchal customs encourage Libyan women to wear the hijab head 
covering in public.  
True 
Although not yet mandated by law in Libya, conservative dress may help women avoid 
harassment from males.  
 

5. The majority of Libyans practice the Sanusi form of Islam.  
False 
Most Libyans practice Sunni Islam. The Islamic Sanusi Order, which was influential in 
Cyrenaica, led resistance against Italian colonization and gave Libya its first (and only) 
king. 
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CHAPTER 5: SECURITY 

Introduction 
For Libya and its neighbors, “national security” was long the concern of 
foreign occupiers. In the era of independent states, Libya sought 
security by aligning with its neighbors through organizations such as 
the Arab Maghreb Union, the Community of Sahel and Saharan States 
(CEN-SAD), and the African Union.386, 387, 388, 389 Decades of 
Qadhafi’s support for violent anti-imperialism yielded in the 21st 
century to attempts at reconciliation with the international community 
by ceasing his program for weapons of mass destruction (WMD). 
Nevertheless, oil-rich Libya continued to convert petroleum resources 
into the procurement of new weapons systems.  

Libya learned the limits of its security apparatus during the Arab Spring 
of 2011, which also brought violent change to Tunisia and Egypt. Analysts are still debating the 
reasons for foreign intervention in Libya’s internal struggle and assessing the consequences.390 
In 2012, unrest is spreading east across the Sahel (the desert-to-grasslands region at the southern 
edge of the Sahara) and west from the newly split states of Sudan and Southern Sudan. Old 
threats of tribal and ethnic conflict are joined by new threats of religious extremism and 
transnational terrorism, all the more because Qadhafi and other authoritarian regimes are no 
longer in place to suppress opposition. Libya’s security, region-wide stability, and global 
economic and political strategies are in flux.  

U.S.–Libyan Relations 
At the turn of the 19th century, the United States was one of many countries paying tribute to the 
Ottomans for “protection” against piracy in Mediterranean waters. In 1800, U.S. President 
Thomas Jefferson sent the young United States Marine Corps and Navy to “the shores of 
Tripoli” to put a stop to escalating American payments.391, 392 The U.S. military returned to 
Libya during the Allied North African campaigns of World War II, and the Air Force took over 
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an airbase near Tripoli.393 In 1959, U.S.-based Esso (now a subsidiary of Exxon Mobil) struck 
oil at Zelten, south of the Gulf of Sidra, and many other companies followed.394, 395 Thus, the 
United States had military and economic interests in the newly independent United Kingdom of 
Libya under King Idris, which was perceived as a “Western 
dependency.”396  

When Qadhafi took power in 1969, he opposed any American 

(and Soviet) projection of power and advocated Arab 
nationalism.397 He closed foreign military bases (British as well 
as American), and supported Palestine against U.S.-backed 
Israel.398 He nationalized the Libyan oil industry after the 1973 
Arab-Israeli War, contributing to the subsequent “oil shocks” 
felt in the U.S. and around the world.399 Qadhafi supported 
anti-imperialist, anti-American terrorist actions at home and abroad that provoked increasingly 
strong reactions from the U.S. and the international community, and that culminated in the 
Lockerbie bombing and its repercussions.  

By the 2000s, Qadhafi reportedly feared becoming a second Iraq, and worked to end the 
international sanctions against Libya.400 In 2006 the U.S. removed Libya from its list of state 
sponsors of terrorism and reestablished diplomatic relations, and in early 2008 reopened the U.S. 
embassy in Tripoli.401, 402 Qadhafi (and others of the Arab Maghreb Union) was not pleased with 
the 2007 creation of the United States Africa Command (AFRICOM), a new military 
organization to promote “a stable and secure African environment in support of U.S. foreign 
policy.”403, 404 Nevertheless, Libya and the U.S. signed a defense cooperation memorandum of 

                                                 
393 Walter J. Boyne, “The Years of Wheelus,” Air Force, January 2008, http://www.airforce-
magazine.com/MagazineArchive/Pages/2008/January%202008/0108wheelus.aspx  
394 Daniel Yergin, The Prize: The Epic Quest for Oil, Money and Power (New York: Free Press [Simon and 
Schuster], 2008), 509–511.  
395 Francisco R. Parra, Oil Politics: A Modern History of Petroleum (London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2005), 75–
76.  
396 Ronald Bruce St. John, Libya and the United States: Two Centuries of Strife (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 2–3.  
397 Ronald Bruce St. John, Libya and the United States: Two Centuries of Strife (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 95-97. 
398 Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, U.S. Department of State, “Background Note: Libya,” 9 March 2012, 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5425.htm 
399 Ronald Bruce St. John, Libya and the United States: Two Centuries of Strife (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 5. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=keKMDgLpafoC&pg=PA87&source=gbs_toc_r&cad=4#v=onepage&q=oil&f=f
alse  
400 Nuclear Threat Initiative, “Libya Profile: Nuclear Overview,” December 2011, http://www.nti.org/country-
profiles/libya/  
401 Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, U.S. Department of State, “Background Note: Libya,” 9 March 2012, 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5425.htm 
402 Elisabeth Bumiller, “With Libya Ties Strained, U.S. Has Limited Options,” New York Times, 24 August 2009, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/25/world/africa/25libya.html?_r=2&ref=africa  
403 United States Africa Command, “About United States Africa Command,” May 2008, 
http://www.africom.mil/AboutAFRICOM.asp  
404 Members of the Arab Maghreb Union (AMU) include: Algeria, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, and Tunisia.  

http://www.airforce-magazine.com/MagazineArchive/Pages/2008/January%202008/0108wheelus.aspx
http://www.airforce-magazine.com/MagazineArchive/Pages/2008/January%202008/0108wheelus.aspx
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5425.htm
http://books.google.com/books?id=keKMDgLpafoC&pg=PA87&source=gbs_toc_r&cad=4#v=onepage&q=oil&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=keKMDgLpafoC&pg=PA87&source=gbs_toc_r&cad=4#v=onepage&q=oil&f=false
http://www.nti.org/country-profiles/libya/
http://www.nti.org/country-profiles/libya/
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5425.htm
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/25/world/africa/25libya.html?_r=2&ref=africa
http://www.africom.mil/AboutAFRICOM.asp


LIBYA in Perspective  
 

© DLIFLC | 52 

understanding in January 2009, as well as a trade investment framework agreement in May 
2010.405, 406 

U.S. support for the 2011 uprising in Libya was swift and strong. Economic sanctions began in 
February with the freezing of over USD 30 billion of Libyan government assets. NATO-led 
military airstrikes began in March.407 A U.S. special envoy to the Libyan opposition established 
a diplomatic presence in Benghazi in April, and the U.S. recognized the National Transitional 
Council (NTC) as the legitimate government of Libya in July.408 However, in September 2012 a 
mob stormed the U.S. consulate in Benghazi and killed four American personnel, including 
Ambassador J. Christopher Stevens.409 

Relations with Neighboring Countries 
For much of the post-colonial era, Libya fared better than its neighbors. According to the United 
Nation’s 2011 Human Development Indicators, Libyans had the highest incomes, longest life 
spans, and most education in the neighborhood.410 Libya ranked as the region’s most stable 
country on the 2011 “Failed States Index” (while sub-Saharan neighbors Chad, Sudan, and Niger 
ranked among the world’s worst failures.411) Qadhafi’s departure may decrease Libya’s regional 
influence (some say interference) in the short term, particularly while Libya’s oil revenues 
(which were interrupted by the civil war) are directed toward domestic recovery. But Libya’s oil 
wealth and its location—on routes for oil and gas, for migrant workers and refugees, and for 
smuggling everything from consumer goods to terrorist weapons—will likely return it to regional 
importance in the long term.412 In 2012, Libya hosted a border security summit for its neighbors 
and the wider region, which yielded the Tripoli plan for “specialized training in border security 
and development of laws and advanced technologies to better control frontiers.”413, 414 
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Egypt 
Egypt’s ancient civilizations may have set it apart from the rest of North 
Africa in Western imaginations, but its more recent history shares much 
with Libya: Arabization and Islamization culminating in Ottoman rule, 
then Western European colonization until after World War II. Like 
Libya, Egypt possesses significant proven oil and natural gas reserves, 
but has only a small amount of arable land. Egypt’s much larger 
population—83.6 million compared to Libya’s 6.7 million—intensifies 
many problems found in both countries, from water and power supplies 
to drug trafficking and illegal aliens. It also magnified the 
socioeconomic deprivation, corruption, and political repression that 
motivated the Arab Spring protests throughout northern Africa.415 

Egypt’s postwar path to independence, led by Lt. Col. Gamal Abdel Nasser, was an inspiration to 
Qadhafi (and Qadhafi later failed twice to merge Libya with Egypt into a pan-Arab state).416 
Nasser helped found the Non-Aligned Movement (an organization of countries that sought to 
remain unaffiliated with the major powers during the Cold War), nationalized the Suez Canal, 
and fostered Arab opposition to Israel.417, 418, 419 When Nasser’s successor Anwar Sadat signed a 
peace treaty with Israel, Arab nationalists such as Qadhafi were outraged. Libyan protests led to 
a 4-day war in July 1977 that severed relations with Egypt for the next 12 years.420 In 1989, 
Qadhafi met with Egypt’s leader Hosni Mubarak and other regional leaders in an effort to rebuild 
Arab unity.421 But Egypt (like the rest of the Arab world) soon complied with the international 
economic sanctions against Libya. Qadhafi retaliated by making border crossings more difficult, 
imposing customs duties on Egyptian goods, and (allegedly) preventing Egyptian migrant 
workers in Libya from sending remittances home.422 Strategically, Egypt became part of a North 
African joint military force affiliated with the Council of Peace and Security of the African 
Union in 2005.423 In 2011, Qadhafi supported the doomed Mubarak, and later chastised the 
people who brought about Egypt’s 2011 revolution.424  
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Egypt now faces power struggles between the Islamist political parties headed by the Muslim 
Brotherhood and the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces. These struggles could spread across 
national boundaries, and/or undermine Arab-Israeli peace.425 Libya’s new government reportedly 
suspects there is loyalty to Qadhafi among some Egyptians (including the ruling Supreme 
Council of the Armed Forces), and in 2012 tightened visa requirements for Egyptian migrant 
workers.426, 427 

Sudan 
Sudan’s recent split into two warring nations was partly caused by the 
same tensions that exist between Libya and Sudan. Upon Sudan’s 
independence from Britain and Egypt in 1956, a minority Arab Muslim 
government in the north alienated the African, largely Christian 
population in the south. Civil war (begun in 1955) abated 3 years after a 
1969 coup. Like Libya’s Qadhafi, Sudan’s coup leader Jaafar 
Muhammad al-Nimeiri admired Nasser and led a Free Officer 
movement that had trained in Egypt. But Qadhafi and Nimeiri never 
established a close rapport. In the 1980s, Qadhafi supported Sudanese 
rebels (and Nimeiri became a U.S. ally).428, 429 Libyan raids into Sudan 
occurred in response to Sudan’s support of counterrevolutionary forces 
in Libya, and Libya alleged that radio transmitters in the Sudan’s northwest were broadcasting 
anti-Qadhafi propaganda into Libya. When Nimeiri imposed shari’a law throughout Sudan in 
1983, civil war recurred and continued for decades, including the tragedy of Darfur. Libya (and 
Chad) became the destination of mass emigrations of Sudanese.  

In the early 21st century, Sudanese and Libyan officials signed an agreement to improve 
relations while working toward peace and unity in Sudan.430 Qadhafi moved from the role of 
aggressor to that of mediator, helping to negotiate a 2006 Darfur peace agreement and protesting 
the International Criminal Court’s arrest warrant against Sudan’s President al-Bashir.431, 432 But 
in 2011, the Sudanese army reportedly assisted anti-Qadhafi forces in southern Libya, in 
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response to Qadhafi’s harboring of a prominent Sudanese rebel leader.433, 434, 435, 436 At the same 
time, Sudanese were among the sub-Saharan Africans who fled maltreatment by Libyan 
rebels.437, 438, 439 In 2012, rebel activity in the west could resurge, through the malign neglect of a 
Sudanese government focused on the growing conflict with South Sudan. The direction that 
Sudan-Libya relations will take remains to be seen. 

Chad 
Chad is among the world’s poorest and most strife-ridden nations, and 
Libya under Qadhafi caused a significant amount of that strife. After 
independence from France in 1960, Chad endured more than three 
decades of civil war. During this time, Qadhafi fought for the Aouzou 
strip, a large stretch of territory along the Libya–Chad border that 
contained both traditional homelands of southern Libyan tribes and 
deposits of valuable minerals, including uranium.440 Fighting peaked in 
the 1980s when Libya became one of the few countries that have 
deployed chemical weapons in a conflict.441 Chad finally defeated 
Libya, and the two countries signed an Algerian-brokered peace 
agreement in 1989.442, 443 Libya continued to occupy the Aouzou strip 
until 1994, when it officially withdrew after the International Court of 
Justice (ICJ) awarded Chad sovereignty over the strip.444, 445 
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Amid ongoing social unrest, Chad produced a constitution in 1996, and elections later brought an 
ethnic-minority–led government to power. Since 1990, President Idriss Deby has held onto 
power through several questionable elections and his unilateral removal of constitutionally 
mandated term limits in 2005—he was re-elected without incident in 2011.446 Qadhafi 
cooperated with the Deby government to clear landmines from the border and hosted peace 
negotiations among Chadian rebel groups.447 Deby supported Qadhafi in the early days of 2011, 
and some Chadian soldiers fought alongside Qadhafi’s troops. When Chad’s more important ally 
France aligned with NATO and the rebels, however, Deby gradually reversed course and Chad 
recognized the NTC after the fall of Tripoli in August. Like other Africans in Libya, Chadian 
migrant workers were suspected of collaboration with Qadhafi, and suffered abuses at the hands 
of rebels. Deby claimed that 100,000 Chadian emigrants had fled home from Libya by 
September.448  

Niger 
Like Chad and Sudan, Niger is a very poor and politically 
unstable country. After gaining independence from France in 
1960, Niger was under military rule until 1991, when elections 
led to the establishment of a democratic government in 1993. 
Three coups later, Mahamadou Issoufou was elected to a 5year 
presidential term in 2011, and may legally run for one 
additional term. Drought periodically worsens Niger’s deep 
poverty, and poverty prevents the country from developing its 
main resource, uranium.449 Niger participates in regional 
security activities. In 2012, the European Union foreign ministers approved a training mission to 
improve international law enforcement against terrorism and organized crime, with an 
operational focus in Niger.450 

The Nigerien Justice Movement (MNJ), a Tuareg-led separatist group, has attacked government 
military targets in the northern region of the country since 2007. Qadhafi, who was known for 
recruiting Tuaregs into the Libyan army, sponsored peace talks between the Niger government 
and Tuareg rebels in 2009.451, 452 In 2011, Tuareg leaders in Niger (and Mali) urged Tuareg 
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migrant workers and soldiers in Libya to transfer their support to the (newly recognized) NTC.453 
In 2012, Niger arrested Aghali Alambo, a Tuareg rebel leader linked to both Qadhafi and al-
Qaeda.454 But Niger also granted asylum to Qadhafi’s son Saadi. In February 2012, the NTC 
renewed a request for his extradition.455, 456  

Algeria 
Algeria gained independence from France in 1962. Since that time, the National Liberation Front 
(FLN) has been Algeria’s dominant political party.457 Algeria’s early socialist bent and activist 
foreign policy gave way to political and economic liberalization in the 1980s. Like Libya, 
Algeria is a member of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), and both 
countries weathered the 2008 global financial crisis better than most of their neighbors. Both 
countries also invested heavily in modernizing their security forces in recent years. 

Algeria’s post-colonial relations with Libya have been amicable 
more often than not. Qadhafi’s push to create political and 
economic unity in the region even came to an affirmative vote 
in Algeria in 1987, though the FLN later backed away from the 
process, unwilling to compromise its sovereignty. A temporary 
strain in relations in the 1980s stemmed from Libya’s short-
lived support of Morocco in its Western Sahara dispute with a 
secessionist group recognized by Algeria.458 In 1989, Algeria 
joined with Libya in the Union of the Arab Maghreb (Union du Maghreb Arabe—UMA).459 
Shortly thereafter, an Algerian opposition group, the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS), won broad 
support in national election primaries.460 The Algerian government’s subsequent crackdown on 
the extremist FIS spurred 6 years of bloody conflict. The FIS, which had been tied to the Libyan 
government, sought Libya’s help in mediating the crisis in 1997, which sparked tensions 
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between the two nations.461 Nevertheless, Algeria supported lifting the UN sanctions against 
Libya, a stance that helped improve relations between the two countries.462  

During 2011, news outlets reported Algerian popular support for the Libyan rebels and Algerian 
government, military, financial, and logistical support for Qadhafi.463, 464, 465, 466 Algeria received 
the family of Qadhafi “on humanitarian grounds” in August, deflecting NTC requests for 
extradition.467, 468, 469 In early 2012 Algeria reported a discovered cache of shoulder-fired anti-
aircraft missiles (MANPADS), presumably smuggled from Libya. Algeria also fears the 
infiltration of al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) across uncontrolled Libyan borders.470 

Tunisia 
Independent from France since 1956, Tunisia is unique in the 
region in its small geographic size, large middle class, and long 
history of women’s rights.471 Tunisia was a one-party state for 
31 years under its first president, who was toppled in a 
bloodless coup in 1987 and replaced by Zine el Abidine Ben 
Ali.472 Corruption, unemployment, poverty, and finally high 
food prices fueled a popular protest, sparked by the self-
immolation of a fruit vendor, in late 2010. Ben Ali dismissed 
the government and fled the country in January 2011.473, 474 
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Since then, a national unity government formed, a Constituent Assembly was elected, and work 
is underway on a new constitution and further legislative and presidential elections.475 Many 
Tunisians are now wary of Islamist political groups (such as the main Islamist party, Al Nahda), 
fearing the future imposition of repressive laws.476  

Since Tunisia annulled an agreement to form a union with Libya in 1974, the country has 
maintained a largely non-aligned stance. Nonetheless, Qadhafi consistently attempted to 
incorporate Tunisia into his vision of a united Africa. Libya invaded a Tunisian mining town in 
1980, and an unsettled maritime boundary along the oil-rich continental shelf has occasionally 
caused tensions between the two nations.477 The Tunisian government abided by the 1990s UN 
sanctions against Libya, but supported lifting the embargo.478 In 2011, Tunisia’s new 
government did not send troops for NATO in Libya, but froze Qadhafi family assets, and 
recognized Libya’s new government in August. Refugees and migrant workers fled Libya for 
Tunisia by the tens of thousands, straining border crossing operations and humanitarian aid 
resources. Now, Islamist terrorist infiltration across weak borders is an even greater concern. 
(The AQIM claimed responsibility for kidnapping Austrian tourists in Tunisia in 2008.)479 

Europe 
Italy remains Libya’s most important European neighbor, close 
enough for oil companies to ship their products cheaply, and for 
refugees to make sea crossings. The 516-km (321-mi) “Green 
Stream” pipeline carries natural gas between Melita, Libya and 
Gela, Sicily. A 2003 agreement to jointly patrol the 
Mediterranean for human trafficking has been strained by 
Libya’s political unrest and Italy’s economic woes.480 In 2011, 
tens of thousands of people fled Libya (and other African 
conflicts) by boat. A record 1,500 died crossing the sea, and 
others overwhelmed the small Italian island of Lampedusa.481, 482, 483, 484 (In 2008, Italy 
apologized to Libya for colonial actions.485)  
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France and Libya also have significant economic and security ties. In 2010 they agreed to partner 
on nuclear power, and in 2012, to boost defense cooperation.486, 487, 488 

Police (Internal Security) 
Historically, police (shurtah) in Libya (and across the Muslim world) 
focused on preventing internal opposition and putting down protests, as 
well as dealing with crime (and, on occasion, taking new territory).489 
Independent Libya’s first ruler, King Idris, supported regional police 
forces to offset anti-royal factions in the military. Police outnumbered 
regular army 2-to-1 at the time of the 1969 coup (but did not prevent the 
king’s overthrow).490 Qadhafi unified the regional forces under a 
Ministry of the Interior. Over the years he modified their job to include 
prison administration, passport control, counter-espionage, and (in 
2004) combating terrorism. He created many other forces for his 
protection and his family’s safety and employment, including his 40-
member, all-female personal bodyguard, and a national security commission headed by one of 
his sons.491 Qadhafi’s internal security operations were reportedly modeled on Egyptian practice 
and developed with Egyptian and former East German assistance. Responsibility for dealing with 
suspicious conduct extended beyond security forces to include the revolutionary committees and 
people’s congresses.492, 493  
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Local police forces were among the first armed response to the 2011 protests that led to 
Qadhafi’s downfall. Many police soon fled, remained neutral, or joined the protestors; some 
turned to local crime-fighting tasks.494 The UN has acknowledged the interim security that 
revolutionary brigades provided, and now backs the NTC’s call for militia members to (re)join 
the police and military.495, 496 Turkey and Jordan will be advisors and trainers for the new Libyan 
police.497, 498, 499  

Military 
Libya’s army traces its history to the Sanusi Army, or Libyan 
Arab Force, that fought with the British in World War II. The 
navy began with British help, and the air force with American 
aid, in the early 1960s. Under Qadhafi, the military quickly 
tripled in size (from 6,500 to 22,000), in part by absorbing the 
former kingdom’s security forces (including the British-trained 
Cyrenaica Defense Force and the helicopter-equipped National 
Security Force). A new People’s Militia grew to 40,000 active 
reserves assigned to protect public buildings, and to patrol rural and desert areas.500 Qadhafi’s 
military purchases from the Soviet Union grew to such large quantities that by the mid-1980s 
there were not enough Libyan soldiers to staff or operate all the equipment and arms, even 
though conscription had increased the forces to over 90,000.501, 502, 503, 504 Males and females 
were subject to conscription at age 17 for a service obligation of 3 to 4 years. By 2004, 
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conscripts composed roughly half the total armed forces.505 Libya’s military was “largely 
untested” since the late 1980s, and was believed to have “deteriorated significantly from an 
already low level” displayed in the conflicts with Chad. Qadhafi could not prevent coup 
attempts, but responded with purges of existing military units and the creation of new ones.  

In 2011, many individuals of all ranks and whole units joined the rebels, calling themselves 
“Free Libya” forces, and often bringing with them equipment, weapons, and ordnance.506 In 
early 2012, eastern Libyans protested the NTC selection of a new army chief, who nevertheless 
has overseen the integration of some 5,000 militia members into the new army (and police), and 
the deployment of forces to the unsettled south and west.507, 508, 509 Libya faces two challenges 
around its weaponry: the upgrade of its official armaments and the recapture of items that 
disappeared into unofficial hands. Libya is under pressure from arms-dealing nations (and 
irregular arms dealers) to spend its recovering oil revenues on new military goods and 
technologies.510, 511, 512, 513 The United States is working with Libya to contain the spread of 
portable missiles (MANPADS) to insurgents and terrorists.514, 515, 516  

Issues Affecting Stability 
Internal Conflict and Control 
Without the enemy of Qadhafi to unite against, Libya’s diverse 
regions and divergent political groups threaten to undermine a 
new national unity. The country’s defense structure must be 
rebuilt as soon as possible, and it must incorporate (or 
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dismantle) the many well-armed militias claiming authority over different parts of the 
country.517, 518 Elections must be held in ways that yield uncontestable results. The Fact-Finding 
and Reconciliation Commission, along with revamped judicial institutions, will have to seek 
acknowledgment of human rights violations and to satisfy competing demands for justice.519 

Nearby Unrest 
To the east, Libya can be drawn into Middle Eastern conflicts. 
Egypt’s commitment to maintain Arab-Israeli peace is 
uncertain, and Syrian refugees are fleeing to Libyan cities. To 
the south, Libya is responsible for controlling residents who 
may not acknowledge state sovereignty and who have long-
standing grievances against groups in Sudan, Chad, and Niger. 
To the west, Libya faces the consequences of Qadhafi-era 
involvement with Sahelian militant groups. To the north, 
economic problems in Italy and the EU could decrease Libyan 
oil revenues, and increase discrimination against emigrants from North Africa. 

Terrorism (and Organized Crime) 
Qadhafi tried to stop Islamist militants within Libya. Many 
exiled or imprisoned members of the Libyan Islamic Fighting 
Group (LIFG), which appeared in 1990, renounced a 2007 
affiliation with al-Qaeda in hopes of reconciliation or freedom, 
although a few continued to call for Qadhafi’s overthrow from 
Afghanistan.520, 521 (The LIFG remained on the U.S. and U.K. 
lists of terrorist organizations as of November 2011.522, 523) In 
2011, former LIFG members started a new group, the Islamic 
Movement for Change, in support of Qadhafi’s removal. Leader Abdel-Hakim Belhaj (a.k.a. Abu 
Abdullah as-Sadiq) took part in the August attack on Qadhafi’s compound and afterward became 
commander of Tripoli’s rebel military council. (In 2012, Belhaj sued Britain (in the person of a 
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former Foreign Secretary) for permitting his 2004 extradition from England to Libya, where he 
was tortured and imprisoned for several years.524, 525)  

The new Libyan government faces difficulties in overcoming the legacy of decades of Qadhafi-
sponsored terrorism. For example, the NTC discovered undeclared chemical weapons and 
nuclear waste in late 2011 (and committed to destroying the chemicals in 2012).526, 527 Beyond 
Libya’s borders, neighbors harbor potentially destabilizing militant groups, many affiliated with 
AQIM. 

Water Security 
Libya’s relatively small population casts the problem of water 
as one of location rather than amount. The Great Man-Made 
River (GMR) project supplies water from southern 
underground aquifers to northern cities.528 Management of the 
shrinking, non-renewable aquifer supply is a source of potential 
conflict with neighbors Chad, Egypt, and Sudan.529, 530 The 
2011 civil war damaged parts of the GMR project in Libya, 
highlighting the need for other water resources to meet the 
northern region’s water demands.531, 532, 533 Deals with France 
in 2007 and with Ukraine and Canada in 2009 to build a water-desalination plant powered by 
nuclear energy renewed international concerns about Libya’s possession of nuclear 
capabilities.534, 535, 536  
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Outlook 
Pessimists look at Libya and see rival militias, resurgent regional feuds, and reported incidents of 
vengeance and torture that threaten its future as a democratic nation-state. Optimists see a 
democratic spirit that made the events of 2011 a true revolution, and that bodes well for Libya’s 
ability to make new institutions and reconcile old wrongs.537, 538 More conflict seems certain in 
Libya’s future. It is to be hoped that the new state apparatus will find better means than fear and 
force to create national unity and international cooperation. 
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CHAPTER 5 ASSESSMENT 

1. Libya is relatively well-off and stable compared to its neighbors.  
True 
Libya’s large oil revenues for a small population gave its past rulers funds to buy military 
items and attempt regional influence. 
 

2. Libya remained on the U.S. State Department’s list of state sponsors of terrorism until the 
fall of Qadhafi in 2011. 
False 
Libya was removed from the list in 2006, after Qadhafi renounced Libya’s programs for 
weapons of mass destruction. Al-Qaeda then declared Libya an enemy of Islam. 
 

3. Algeria fully supported the Libyan overthrow of Qadhafi. 
False 
Despite popular Algerian support for the rebels, the Algerian government provided 
support for Qadhafi and accepted members of his family into exile on humanitarian 
grounds.  
 

4. Egypt and Libya share water resources, power supplies, and border security problems. 
True 
Conflicts could arise over the use of the Sahara aquifers and the illegal trade of drugs, 
humans, arms, and consumer goods across boundaries.  
 

5. Sahelian Tuaregs took both sides in the Libyan civil war. 
True 
Qadhafi recruited some Tuaregs into the Libyan army, but others in Niger and Mali 
supported the  National Transitional Council (NTC). 
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FINAL ASSESSMENT 
 

1. Libya’s population is distributed evenly throughout the country. 
True / False 

 
2. Libya has the longest Mediterranean coastline of any African country. 

True / False 
 

3. The geographical region of Cyrenaica is home to the ancient Greek city of Cyrene. 
True / False 

 
4. Supported by a strong transitional national government, Libya’s cities experienced a 

peaceful recovery from the 2011 civil war. 
True / False 

 
5. Most of Libya’s agricultural production occurs along the northern coastline.  

True / False 
 

6. Arab Berbers arrived in Libya in the 11th century. 
True / False 

 
7. The period of Ottoman rule in Libya was characterized by the Pax Turkana, over 300 

years of peace and prosperity. 
True / False 

 
8. The Sanusiyyah is a Muslim brotherhood named after an ancestor of the first king of the 

United Kingdom of Libya. 
True / False 

 
9. Qadhafi became the hereditary second king of the United Kingdom of Libya in 1969. 

True / False 
 

10. The fall of Qadhafi’s regime left large amounts of weaponry unaccounted for.  
True / False 
 

11. Qadhafi’s nationalization of oil companies in Libya eliminated foreign participation in 
the industry.  
True / False 

 
12. China is the largest consumer of Libyan oil exports.  

True / False 
 

13. Since 2011’s Arab Spring, Libya is working with other Maghreb countries (Morocco, 
Algeria, Tunisia, and Mauritania) to improve regional trade.  
True / False 
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14. .Libya reports the highest per capita income in North Africa. 

True / False 
 

15. Human rights abuses in Libya ended with Qadhafi’s death and the country’s liberation. 
True / False 
 

16. Berbers are black Africans who migrated to Libya from the east in the seventh century.  
True / False 

 
17. Qadhafi’s religious reforms led to the strengthening of the traditional Muslim 

establishment. 
True / False 

 
18. In metropolitan Tripoli, Libyans often enjoy wine with their meals. 

True / False 
 

19. Women make up about half the Libyan workforce.  
True / False 

 
20. Oil transformed Libya from a tribal society to a welfare state. 

True / False 
 

21. Sudanese and Chadian rebels in Libya’s southern deserts started the civil war in 2011.  
True / False 

 
22. Libya is retraining rebel militia members to serve in the new government’s police and 

military forces. 
True / False 

 
23. Because Qadhafi sponsored terrorism worldwide, Islamic militants supported him in the 

2011 civil war.  
True / False 

 
24. Libya has a small population partly because large numbers of Libyan migrant workers 

move to neighboring countries.  
True / False 

 
25. Despite massive purchases of Soviet military equipment, post-revolution Libya is poorly 

armed.  
True / False 
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