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Introduction 
 
Official Name: State of Libya 

Capital City: Tripoli 

Location: North Africa 25 00 N 17 00 E 
Population: 6,888,013 (September 2020)  

Land: 1,759,540 sq. km 

Water: 0 sq. km 

Currency: Libyan dinar (LD) 

GDP (per capita) $7,683 (2019) 

Dominant religion: Islam (vast majority) 

Languages: Standard Arabic, English, Italian 

(unofficial), French (unofficial), Berber dialects 

Figure 1. Map showing Libya - 

https://www.mapsland.com/africa/libya 

Libya is a North African country, bordered by the 

Mediterranean Sea, Egypt, Sudan, Chad, Niger, 

Algeria and Tunisia.  

Libya is known to be politically unstable, 

particularly after the deposition of its 42-year 

leader, Colonel Gaddafi. 

Libya has vast resources of oil, making it Libya’s 

main source of revenue. Added to this, Libya 

exports petroleum and natural gas. 

History and governance  

Libya has been under the control of various 

empires and countries throughout the centuries, 

from the Romans through to the Ottoman Turks in 

the 16th century and ending up as an Italian colony. 

After the Second World War, allied British and 

French forces occupied Libya until its 

independence in 1952. On January 1st 1952, Libya 

became the first country to gain independence 

through the UN, becoming a constitutional, 

hereditary monarchy led by Said Muhammad Idris 

(see Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Idris of Libya - 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Idris_of_Libya 

This lasted until 1969, when a military coup d’état, 

led by Muammar al Qadhafi, later more commonly 

known as Colonel Gaddafi (shown below), resulted 

in the formation of the Libyan Arab Republic. 

Gaddafi ruled by decree, using his Revolutionary 

Command Council to enforce a mixture of socialist 

and Islamic policies. After acts such as the 

deportation of the Jewish and Italian population, 

and expulsion of Western military bases, along with 

the discovery that Gaddafi had supplied weapons 

to the IRA, tensions rose with the West, particularly 

with the UK, US and Israel.  

 

On the 17th March 1973, the UN voted to bring in 

the United Nations Security Resolution of 1973, 

which asked for “an immediate ceasefire”, and 

allowed the international community to enforce a 

no-fly zone above Syria. This was done with the 

intention of protecting civilians from regime attacks. 

The intervention was led mainly by British and 

French forces, in cooperation with the US. In 1986, 

the US bombed Libya and the UN imposed 

sanctions. 

In 2011, the Arab Spring uprising in Benghazi 

descended into civil war. The National Transitional 

Council (NTC) took power and Gaddafi was 

captured and killed in October 2011. 

https://www.mapsland.com/africa/libya
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Idris_of_Libya
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Figure 3. Colonel Gaddafi - 

https://qz.com/africa/1009354/united-nations-report-shows-

lost-gaddafi-millions-may-be-hidden-all-over-africa/ 

Since 2011, Libya has undergone various stages 

of political instability. In July 2014, all UN and 

embassy staff, and all foreigners, were evacuated. 

Fighting destroyed much of the infrastructure, 

including Tripoli International Airport. The Islamic 

State took control of part of eastern Libya. 

In 2016, the UN recognised the Government of 

National Accord, based in Tunisia. This 

government was not recognised by the Libyan 

parliaments and at no point had authority across 

the country. Staff were forced to arrive in Tripoli by 

boat as other routes were shut off by opposition.  

The rise of General Khalifa Haftar (see Figure 4) of 

the Libyan National Army began. In July 2018, the 

last city in the east fell under his control. Conflict 

between the Libyan National Army and the 

Government of National Accord began in Tripoli in 

2019, with General Haftar driven out of the west by 

June 2020. 

Figure 4. General Khalifa Haftar - 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/rebel-general-khalifa-haftar-

claims-gaddafis-fortress-6w3p52vcj 

Climate 

Libya has a Mediterranean climate along the coast, 

with a much dryer desert like climate inland. 

Unsurprisingly, the vast majority of the population 

live in the hydrated areas along the coast and 

between Tripoli and Al Bayda; the living conditions 

in the Saharan area are too challenging for most.   

Figure 5. Wan Caza sand dunes in Fezzan - 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geography_of_Libya 

The land is mostly barren and flat, with undulating 

plains in some areas. 90% of Libya is desert or 

semidesert. 

In south central Libya, in the midst of the Sahara, 

is a volcano contained within an oasis. The volcano 

Wawan Namus is surrounded by small lakes and 

foliage.  

Demography 
 

Libya is 97% Berber and Arab, with the other 3% of 

the population Egyptian, Greek, Indian, Italian, 

Maltese, Pakistani, Tunisian and Turkish.  

 

The dominant religion is Sunni Muslim (96.6%), 

followed by Christian (2.7%) and Buddhist (0.3%).  

Figure 6. Age of Libya’s population as of 2020. - 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

factbook/geos/ly.html 

 

As shown in Figure 6, around a third of the 

population is under 14 years old. 15% is between 

15 and 24 years old. A large section of the 

population is between 25 and 54 (42%). The 

smallest section of the population is over 55, with 

https://qz.com/africa/1009354/united-nations-report-shows-lost-gaddafi-millions-may-be-hidden-all-over-africa/
https://qz.com/africa/1009354/united-nations-report-shows-lost-gaddafi-millions-may-be-hidden-all-over-africa/
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/rebel-general-khalifa-haftar-claims-gaddafis-fortress-6w3p52vcj
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/rebel-general-khalifa-haftar-claims-gaddafis-fortress-6w3p52vcj
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geography_of_Libya
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ly.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ly.html
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5% between 55 and 64 years old, and only 4% over 

65 years.  

 

As described in these figures, the population is 

fairly young, with the median age at 25.8 years. Life 

expectancy is fairly high, at 76.7 years.  

 

Immigration 
 
Libya historically attracted immigrants due to its oil 

industry which provided labour and economic 

opportunities. Between the 1960’s and 1990’s, the 

immigrants were mostly Arabic, from Egypt and 

Sudan. After Libya was connected to international 

terrorism, Gaddafi changed tactics to encourage 

Sub-Saharan migrants instead. Immigrants were 

allowed to enter and work without visas, which 

proved very popular both for Libya and for 

immigrants. 12% of the population is now made up 

of immigrants. 

 

Another reason Libya was popular with immigrants 

is its role as a transition country for those looking 

to travel to Europe, due its advantageous location 

and policies. 

Figure 7. Immigrants from Libya – from 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/11/deal-curb-migrant-

arrivals-italy-libya-renewed-191102122821537.html 

This changed after 2000, when Gaddafi decided to 

try to improve relations with Europe and the West. 

Arab and African immigrants were required to 

apply for visas, and Gaddafi agreed to coordinate 

with Italy regarding the repatriation of illegal 

immigrants crossing from Libya. This policy was 

reversed in 2011, and large numbers of migrants 

were sent to Italy by boat. Despite this, there were 

around 2.5 million migrant workers just before the 

deposition of Gaddafi.  

 

Since 2014, whilst the political instability reduced 

the number of immigrants looking to settle in Libya, 

it became easier to cross its borders, making it an 

ideal location for migration into Europe. Italy 

received between 119,000 and 181,000 migrants 

each year from 2014-17.  

 

After the migration crisis in 2015-16, European 

borders increased controls. In 2017, a deal was 

made between Libya and Italy stating that the 

Libyan coast guard would be responsible for 

stopping migrant boats. This reduced the number 

of migrants crossing from Libya to Italy to 23,000 

per year, and 11,000 in 2019.  

 

Figure 8. Coast guard – from 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/irenedominioni/2020/07/18/italy-

refinances-immigration-agreement-with-libya-amid-

protests/#296dfe3b3c49 

In return for their cooperation, the European Union 

provides North African countries such as Libya with 

financial assistance. The EU Emergency Trust 

Fund for Africa gave US$461 million to Libya, and 

the European Neighbourhood Instrument gave 

US$111 million.  

 

The effectiveness of these combined policies has 

resulted in a large number of migrants being stuck 

in Libya. Some estimates put the figure at 650,000, 

of whom 600,000 are believed to have suffered 

human rights violations, including sexual abuse, 

forced labour, torture, and deprivation of food, 

sunlight and water. 71% of migrants in Libya 

reportedly have minimal or no access to health 

services. One migrant detention centre was even 

hit during an airstrike in 2019.  

 
 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/11/deal-curb-migrant-arrivals-italy-libya-renewed-191102122821537.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/11/deal-curb-migrant-arrivals-italy-libya-renewed-191102122821537.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/irenedominioni/2020/07/18/italy-refinances-immigration-agreement-with-libya-amid-protests/#296dfe3b3c49
https://www.forbes.com/sites/irenedominioni/2020/07/18/italy-refinances-immigration-agreement-with-libya-amid-protests/#296dfe3b3c49
https://www.forbes.com/sites/irenedominioni/2020/07/18/italy-refinances-immigration-agreement-with-libya-amid-protests/#296dfe3b3c49
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Figure 9. Migrant detention centre In Libya – from 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/libya-migrant-un-camps-

1.4401458 

Modern day migration 
 
According to IOM Displacement Tracking Matrix 

data, there are differences between the 

nationalities of migrants within Libya, and the 

nationalities of migrants travelling to Italy. The 

largest migrant communities within Libya in 

February 2020 were from: 

 

• Niger – 136,000 

• Chad – 103,000 

• Egypt – 100,000 

• Sudan – 77,000 

• Nigeria – 50,000 

 

However, the largest migrant groups arriving in 

Italy, mostly from Libya, were from Bangladesh, 

Tunisia and Cote d’Ivoire.  

 

Health 

Figure 10. A mother and child In Libya – from        

https://www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk/news/local-news/i-

wont-name-our-girl-until-her-dad-858412 

• Birth rate:  23 births per 1,000 

population. 

• Death rate: 3.5 deaths per 1,000 

population.  

• Maternal mortality rate: 72 deaths per 

100,000 

• Infant mortality rate: 11.5 deaths per 
1,000 live births 

• Life expectancy at birth (male): 74.4 

years 

• Life expectancy at birth (female): 79.1 

years 

• Total fertility rate: 3.17 children born per 

woman 

• Contraceptive prevalence rate: 27.7% 

• Physician density: 2.09 physicians per 

1,000 population 

• Hospital bed density: 3.2 beds per 1,000 

population 

• Obesity (adult prevalence rate): 32.5% 

 
Education and employment 
 
In Libya, it is compulsory and free to go to school 

for the first 9 years of education. Lessons are given 

in Arabic, maths, natural sciences, history, 

geography, art, music and physical education. 

After 9 years, students are presented with a “basic 

education certificate”, and then either leave school 

to find employment or continue with secondary 

school. In 2006, it was believed that 93% of 

students continued to secondary school.  

 

 
Figure 11. School children in Libya – from 

https://www.libyanexpress.com/primary-education-in-libya-

report/ 

The conflict since 2011 has caused this figure to 

decrease by around 20%. In Benghazi, the 

attendance rate was around 50%, and 73% of 

schools were closed. Recently the situation has 

improved, and only 10% of schools are currently 

affected. 

 

The literacy rate is the proportion of people over 15 

who can read and write. In Libya, the total rate is 

91%, with a rate of almost 100% in 15-24-year olds. 

The rate is higher for men (96.7%) than women 

(85.6%). 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/libya-migrant-un-camps-1.4401458
https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/libya-migrant-un-camps-1.4401458
https://www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk/news/local-news/i-wont-name-our-girl-until-her-dad-858412
https://www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk/news/local-news/i-wont-name-our-girl-until-her-dad-858412
https://www.libyanexpress.com/primary-education-in-libya-report/
https://www.libyanexpress.com/primary-education-in-libya-report/
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Youth unemployment is very high, with 48.7% of 

people aged 15 to 24 unemployed. As well as the 

literacy rate, the unemployment rate is higher for 

women (67.8%) than men (40.8%). This is the 4th 

highest rate in the world. The unemployment rate 

overall is 30%. 

Figure 12. Youth unemployment in Libya – from 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Youth-Unemployment-in-

the-MENA-Region-by-Gender_fig6_283506593 

Economy 
  

• GDP - $61.97 billion 

• GDP per capita - $9,600 

• Inflation rate – 28.5% 

 

GDP composition, by sector: 

• Agriculture – 1.3% 

• Industry – 52.3% 

• Services – 46.4% 

 

Libya’s economy is largely based on their oil and 

gas industries. The oil sector makes up 69% of 

export earnings, and the oil and gas sector makes 

up 60% of the total GDP. The combination of 

abundant natural resources and a small population 

means Libya has one of the highest GDP per capita 

in Africa. Despite this, one in three Libyans live at 

or below the national poverty line.  

 

 
Figure 13. Oil and gas in Libya – from 

https://oilprice.com/Energy/Energy-General/The-War-For-

Ultimate-Control-Over-Libyas-Oil.html 

In 2017, Libya’s exports were worth $18.38 billion. 

As shown in Figure 14, their main partners were 

Italy, Spain, France, Germany and Egypt, followed 

by China, the US, the UK, and the Netherlands. 

Libya’s main exports consisted of crude oil, refined 

petroleum products, natural gas and chemicals. 

 

 
Figure 14. Libya’s Main Export Partners – from 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

factbook/geos/ly.html 

Imports in 2017 were worth $11.36 billion. Figure 

15 shows the main partner countries regarding 

imports. Libya’s main imports consisted of 

machinery, semi-finished goods, food, transport 

equipment and consumer products.  

 

 
Figure 15. Libya’s Main Import Partners – from 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

factbook/geos/ly.html 

Unfortunately, Libya’s economy has been greatly 

negatively impacted by the conflict from 2014 

onwards.  
 

Oil industry 
 
As mentioned above, oil provides a huge portion of 

Libya’s revenue. This makes it an obvious target in 

the conflict between the UN recognized prime 
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8.6%
Germany
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China
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18.0%
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China
13%

Turkey
11%
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https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Youth-Unemployment-in-the-MENA-Region-by-Gender_fig6_283506593
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Youth-Unemployment-in-the-MENA-Region-by-Gender_fig6_283506593
https://oilprice.com/Energy/Energy-General/The-War-For-Ultimate-Control-Over-Libyas-Oil.html
https://oilprice.com/Energy/Energy-General/The-War-For-Ultimate-Control-Over-Libyas-Oil.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ly.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ly.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ly.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ly.html
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minister Fayez al-Sarraj and Khalifa Haftar, leader 

of the Libyan National Army. Both parties have 

been using oil production to create pressure for the 

other side. In January 2020, Haftar shut down 

almost all oil produced by members of OPEC 

(Organization of the Petroleum Exporting 

Countries). Haftar has publicized his belief that 

Tripoli is unfairly distributing oil revenue, 

particularly with regards to the east, as all revenue 

passes through the central bank and into 

government control.  

 

 
Figure 16. Libyan National Army– from 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Youth-Unemployment-in-

the-MENA-Region-by-Gender_fig6_283506593 

The Libyan National Army has repeatedly 

prevented shipments of oil from travelling and 

loading in ports, stating they require a fairer 

distribution of oil money and for the central bank in 

Tripoli to be audited before the disruption will stop.  

 

 
Figure 17. Libyan Oil Production– from 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-05-21/haftar-s-
losses-cloud-outlook-for-libya-s-battered-oil-industry 

 
As a result, oil production has fallen dramatically, 

as shown above. At least 3 oil firms have cancelled 

production. Under Gaddafi’s rule, output was as 

high as 1.6 million barrels a day, falling to 1.2 

million last year and then 100,000 in January 2020. 

The estimated loss of revenue is as high as $7 

billion.  

 

“The bulk of Libya’s oil production is likely to 

continue to be disrupted until there are signs 
that the political process is moving again. 
That will probably require better international 

engagement, which is absent right now.” – 
Bill Farren-Price, director at RS Energy 
Group  

 
Geography 
 

Libya is divided into three regions, which 

developed largely independently of one another. 

The three regions, Tripolitania (northwest), Fezzan 

(southwest) and Cyrenaica (east), are separated 

by deserts. Tripoli, the capital city, is located in 

Tripolitania, which is ideally placed for travellers on 

the Saharan trade routes and contains a port.  

 

Tripolitania and Cyrenaica’s divide is amplified by 

their differing culture. Tripolitania forms part of the 

Maghreb, the western Islamic part of northwest 

Africa, along with Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia. 

Tripolitania was the region most supportive of a 

modern Libya, with all three regions united. 

Cyrenaica, however, is part of the Machrek, the 

easter Islamic world. In the 19th century, a Muslim 

religious order known as the Sanusi came to the 

region and as a result much of Cyrenaica rejected 

the Libyan unification, preferring to maintain 

regional authority.  

Figure 16. The three regions of Libya– from 
https://www.temehu.com/libya.htm 
 

Environmental issues 

As Libya is majority desert, most of the 

environmental issues are surrounding water. 

Desertification is a significant problem, with the 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Youth-Unemployment-in-the-MENA-Region-by-Gender_fig6_283506593
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Youth-Unemployment-in-the-MENA-Region-by-Gender_fig6_283506593
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-05-21/haftar-s-losses-cloud-outlook-for-libya-s-battered-oil-industry
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-05-21/haftar-s-losses-cloud-outlook-for-libya-s-battered-oil-industry
https://www.temehu.com/libya.htm
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small amount of arable land in north-western Libya 

at risk. Currently, most of the soil’s water content is 

provided by dew deposits brought inland by humid 

coastal winds, supplemented by the small amount 

of rain per year (see Figure 19). 

Figure 19. Rainwater in Libya– from 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/213

6Country_intervention_on_drought_Libya.pdf 

Techniques have been developed in order to 

prevent desertification: a thin layer of bitumen is 

sprayed onto the soil after rain, trapping moisture 

and holding soil in place. This method aids in the 

growth of trees by holding the sand in place for the 

early growing stages until the trees are able to fulfil 

their role. Once fully grown, the trees reduce the 

force of the wind, prevent water loss from the soil, 

and hold the sand in place. The use of this method 

increases the survival of trees by 20-30%.  

Another issue is the lack of freshwater resources, 

made worse by the increased oil drilling and rising 

sea levels, polluting naturally formed aquifers. The 

Great Manmade River Project, started in the 

1980’s, carries water from aquifers underneath the 

Sahara to major cities in Libya.  

Figure 18. The Great Manmade River Project - from 
https://www.water-technology.net/projects/gmr/ 

The project was divided into 5 phases, the third of 

which is currently in action. Phase I required 85 

million cubic metres of excavation in order to lay 

1,200 km of concrete pipe. Phase II involved the 

transport of water from the south western aquifer to 

Tripoli, and Phase III is the expansion of the 

pipeline in Phase I, in order to increase capacity to 

3.68 million cubic metres per day.   

Water pollution also provides challenges for Libya. 

Of the freshwater resources available, many have 

been contaminated with sewage and industrial 

waste, requiring desalination before consumption, 

which is expensive and time consuming. 

Swimming in the sea around Tripoli is banned due 

to the level of sewage in the water. Unfortunately, 

around 80% of desalination plants have broken 

down or been destroyed in conflict. Fixing them is 

difficult and costly. The UN has warned against 

water becoming “a weapon of war”, but the 

situation is already desperate.    

Conclusion 
 
Although Libya has been severely affected by 

political instability, there is potential in future for a 

stable government to form. With this, its substantial 

natural resources of oil and gas could allow Libya 

to become a valid country for investment and 

business. 

 

Unfortunately, this will likely take years at best, and 

until then, most industries are at risk from the 

current conflict.  
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