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introduction

What does Libya mean to you? To historians and archaeologists it is home to some of the most spectacular Greek and Roman ruins in the world. For soldiers it was a famous battleground in the Second World War where Allied armies fought against the might of Rommel’s Afrika Korps. To statesmen and political observers it has long been a rogue state that has aided and abetted revolutionary and terrorist movements.

After years in comparative isolation Libya is opening up again. Its relations with the rest of the world have now improved, and with the lifting of sanctions it is likely that more outsiders will have a chance to visit it both for business and for pleasure. The time therefore seems ripe to reassess the country and its people.

In 1950 this Arab country situated on the southern shore of the Mediterranean was one of the poorest nations on earth, and with its three distinct regions (Tripolitania, Cyrenaica, and the Fezzan) was far from being a unified entity. Everything changed when oil was discovered, and Libya has never looked back.

To many the country and its people are an enigma. It is an Arab country unlike other Arab countries. It is an African country, but it doesn’t feel like Africa. For the uninitiated, the Libyans are difficult to fathom. But their values and attitudes have been shaped by their past and traditions, many of which date back centuries. Libyan territory has been occupied by Carthage, Rome, Arabia, Morocco, Egypt, Spain, the Ottoman Empire, and Italy. That is why some appreciation of its history is essential in order to understand the sensibilities of Libyans today.

This slim volume aims to offer an insight into the Libyan people and their view of life. Such information will enhance your stay in their country and ensure that you do not commit too many faux pas. There are chapters on customs and traditions, and the rapidly changing nature of modern Libyan life, with advice on what to expect and how to behave appropriately in different situations. For the business traveler there is guidance on how to deal with government structures and policies, and how to make the most of the opportunities that present themselves.

Above all, Culture Smart! Libya should help you to become acquainted with a nation of resilient, outgoing, and friendly people who, when they greet you with the words “ahlan wa sahlan,” are completely genuine in their welcome.


Key Facts




	Official Name
	Great Socialist People’s Libyan Arab Jamahiriya (which means State of the Masses) / Al Jamahiriya al Arabiya al Libiya ash Shabiya al Ishtirakiya al Uzma



	Head of State
	Muammar Qadhafi
	Official titles: Brother Leader of the Revolution and Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces



	Capital City
	Tripoli (pop. approx.1 million)
	 



	Major Cities
	Benghazi, Misrata, Beida, Sebha, Derna, Sirt
	 



	Population
	Approx. 6 million; population growth 2.5%
	The Libyan workforce is approx. 1.8 million.



	Area
	686,000 sq. miles (1.76 million sq. km)
	 



	Ethnic Makeup
	Arab and Berber 97%. Others 3% (incl. Greeks, Maltese, Italians, Egyptians, Pakistanis, Turks and Tunisians)
	 



	Age Structure
	0–14, 33.6% 15–64, 62.2% 65 plus, 4.2%
	 



	Life Expectancy
	Male - 74.46 yrs Female - 79.02 yrs
	 



	Geography
	Borders Egypt, Sudan, Chad, Niger, Algeria, Tunisia, and Mediterranean Sea.
	The longest land border is with Egypt: 600 miles (1,115 km)



	Terrain
	Largely desert with fertile coastal strip
	Jebel Akhdar mts. In the east; Tibetsi mts. in the south. Nafusa plateau in the northwest



	Climate
	Mediterranean with mild winters and warm summers near coast. Dry desert climate inland
	A hot, dry wind from the Sahara, the Ghibli, blows in spring and fall.



	Language
	Arabic, with three main dialects: Tripolitanian, Southern Libyan, and Eastern Libyan
	Other languages: English, Italian, French



	Literacy Rate
	80% of adults
	 



	Religion
	Sunni Muslim (97%) Other (3%)
	 



	Currency
	Libyan dinar. Issued in 10LD, 5LD, 1LD, 500 dirham and 250 dirham notes
	 



	GDP
	US $75 billion (2006 est.)
	 



	Media
	State controlled radio, TV, and newspapers, and one privately owned broadcaster
	The main daily newspapers are Al-Fajr Al-Jadeed, Al-Jamahiriya, Al-Shames, and Az-Zahf Al-Akhdar.



	Electricity
	220/240 volts, 50 Hz
	Mainly two-prong sockets



	Internet Domain
	.ly
	 



	Telephone
	Libya’s country code is 218.
	To dial out of Libya, dial 00 and the country code.



	Time Zone
	GMT +2 hours
	 







chapter one



LAND & PEOPLE



GEOGRAPHY

Libya is the fourth-largest country in Africa and the second largest (after Algeria) in North Africa. With an area of 679,400 sq. miles (1.76 million sq. km) it is larger than Alaska and its neighbor Egypt yet its population numbers only some six million. To the north is the Mediterranean Sea, to the west it is bounded by Tunisia and Algeria, to the east Egypt and to the south Niger, Chad, and Sudan.

Most of the country (90 percent) is covered by desert with oases dotted here and there. Ninety-five percent of the population lives close to the coast, especially the Al Jifarah plain in the western part of Libya, which includes the country’s capital, Tripoli. There are no permanent rivers, but riverbeds (wadis) can flood after heavy downpours of rain.
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The country is fairly flat with the exception of the Nafusa plateau south of Tripoli, the Jebel Akhdar (Green Mountain) region east of Benghazi, and the Tibesti mountain range in the south of the country. The lowest point in Libya is Sabkhat Ghuzayyil, a lake 164 ft (47 m) below sea level, and the highest point Bikku Bitti in the Tibesti mountain range near the border with Chad, which is 7,930 ft (2,267 m) above.




The Libyan Flag

The Libyan flag is just one color—green—symbolizing devotion to Islam. Its adoption in 1977, however, could also have a connection with Qadhafi’s Green Book, which details his political aims, including the transforming of Libya into a wealthy, green agricultural nation.





The Regions of Libya

Libya did not become a unified political entity until the twentieth century. Before that it was three distinct regions—Tripolitania, Cyrenaica, and the Fezzan—separated from one another by vast tracts of desert. Each retained its separate identity until the 1960s, with the Gulf of Sirt marking the divide between not only the two regions bordering the Mediterranean but also the western Arab world (Maghreb) and the eastern Arab world (Masriq).

Tripolitania forms the northwestern part of the country. The Greeks named its three cities—Sabratha, Oea (present-day Tripoli), and Leptis Magna—Tripolis, which became Regio Tripolitania under the Romans. Tripoli’s cultural ties are with the other Maghreb countries, Tunisia in particular, and its importance was derived from its position as a terminal for the trans-Saharan trade routes. As a result of these contacts Tripolitanians are often perceived as more cosmopolitan in outlook than other Libyans.

Cyrenaica is the eastern region and takes its name from Cyrene, the first Greek settlement in the area. Historically this part of Libya has always had close links with Egypt. Because of its relative isolation over the centuries it has been relatively untouched by outside influences. Cyrenaicans tend to be rather more conservative than other Libyans and, while hospitable by nature, are sometimes distrustful of strangers.

The Fezzan, for much of its history, has been populated by nomads plying the trade routes between the oases. Its main connections have been with sub-Saharan Africa and the Mediterranean coast. The Fezzanis are desert people who are resourceful and no strangers to hardship.

CLIMATE AND SEASONS

The populated areas along the Mediterranean coast enjoy a Mediterranean climate, which means mild winters and warm summers. Sometimes the temperature can go as high as 95°F (35°C). Tripolitania suffers, in the spring especially, from a wind called the Ghibli that blows from the Sahara bringing with it a lot of sand, and in the desert dust storms and sandstorms are common. The hilly areas, especially the Jebel Akhdar in Cyrenaica, are generally cooler. Annual rainfall, which tends to be intermittent, is around 15 inches (40 cm) a year near the coast.
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There is a greater range of temperature in the desert areas of the interior, where at night the temperature can drop below freezing. In summer temperatures can reach 120°F (50°C),but during the rest of the year daytime temperatures higher than the upper 70s F (25°C) are rare.

THE PEOPLE

It is not clear who were the original inhabitants of the area we now know as Libya. We do know, however, that by the time the Phoenicians arrived in the first millennium BCE the country was already populated by Berbers, whose ancestors are believed to have migrated there from southwestern Asia in the third millennium BCE. Berbers refer to themselves as Imazighen (free men) and their languages, not always mutually intelligible, belong to the Afro-Asiatic language family.

During the time of the Pharaohs many Berbers served in the Egyptian army, and some rose to high positions. After the invasion of the Bedouin Arab tribes in the seventh century CE most became assimilated by their conquerors, though not completely. There are small pockets of Berber speakers in places such as Gharian in the hills south of Tripoli and in some desert oases, while in the desert regions you will come across Tuareg tribes who speak a Berber language called Tamazight.

[image: ]

In addition to the native Libyans, there are large numbers of immigrant workers who have flooded in from neighboring Arab countries as well as from Africa south of the Sahara and give the major cities a cosmopolitan feel. Estimates (which are far from reliable) range from a few hundred thousand to as many as two million. There is additionally a much smaller number of Westerners involved mainly in commerce, education, and the oil business. Even during the period of sanctions Western staff were employed at Libya’s oil installations.

Libya used to have a Jewish community—one of the oldest in the world. In the late 1940s there were still 38,000 Jews, many of whom emigrated to the newly formed state of Israel. Around 7,000 remained until 1967, when the Six-Day War between Egypt and Israel led to anti-Jewish riots. The last Jewish resident of Libya died in 2002.

There was also a large Italian community, which settled here in the 1930s. But since independence and particularly since the post-Revolution property confiscations the number of Italians has dwindled.

Libya and Libyans Defined

For most of its history the words Libya and Libyan have meant a number of different things. The name Levu (Libyan) was first used by the Ancient Egyptians in the third millennium BCE to designate one of the Berber tribes carrying out raids into Egypt. The Ancient Greeks applied the name Libya to most of North Africa and to the Berbers who lived there. During the reign of Diocletian (284–305 CE) the Romans used the names Upper and Lower Libya (Libya Superior and Libya Inferior) for their two provinces in Cyrenaica. The name Libya was revived when the Italians annexed the territory in the twentieth century.

A BRIEF HISTORY

Phoenicians and Greeks

Our first knowledge of Libya comes from Phoenician traders from what is now Lebanon, who set up trading posts along the North African coast including Oea (now Tripoli), Labdah (Leptis Magna), and Sabratha around the first millennium BCE. They developed commercial ties with the Berber tribes, notably the Garamantes, who controlled many of the trans-Saharan trade routes.
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These settlements later came under the control of the Phoenician state of Carthage. Founded near to present-day Tunis in c. 614 BCE, Carthage was to become the dominant sea power in the Western Mediterranean, until displaced by Rome.

The eastern coastline attracted Greek settlers from the island of Thira (present-day Santorini), who established a colony at Cyrene in 635 CE. Its prosperity was derived from the cultivation of silphium, a medicinal plant that cured coughs, chest complaints, and snakebite. Four other Greek cities were established in the area: Barce, Euhesperides (present-day Benghazi), Teuchira, and Apollonia. Together they made up the Pentapolis (Five Cities).

Although the Greeks of these cities were able to resist attack from the Carthaginians and Egyptians, they were no match for the Persians, who overran the region in 525 BCE. Alexander the Great entered Cyrenaica in 331 BCE and on his death it was ruled by the Ptolemy dynasty. During this time Cyrene became one of the leading intellectual and artistic centers of the Greek world.
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The Roman Period

Carthage eventually came into conflict with the rising power of Rome, which waged three wars (the Punic Wars) and finally achieved the total destruction of Carthage in 146 BCE. Tripolitania came under the control of the Berber king of Numidia, but under Julius Caesar it became a Roman province (Regio Tripolitania). In 96 BCE Ptolemy had bequeathed Cyrenaica to Rome and it was joined to Crete for a while during the reign of the Emperor Augustus. Rome conquered the Garamantes in the south and named the region Phazania.

Despite coming under Roman control the Punic language and culture lingered on in Tripolitania until the sixth century—Punic was a later form of Phoenician, influenced by Berber languages—and Greek traditions persisted for a while in Cyrenaica. The Roman period was a time of relative prosperity, certainly in Tripolitania, but less so in Cyrenaica. A number of the Jews had been deported from Jerusalem to Cyrenaica after their abortive rebellion against Roman rule in 70 CE and they felt strongly antagonistic to Rome. In 115 CE a Jewish revolt in Cyrenaica spread through Egypt to Palestine, causing tremendous destruction and loss of life, including the sack of Cyrene.
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One of the most significant figures of the period was Septimius Severus, who was born in Leptis Magna in 146 and rose to become Roman Emperor in 193 CE. He died in 211 CE during a campaign to subdue those parts of Britain not yet under Roman rule. He arranged for many embellishments to his native city, which became the capital of Diocletian’s new province of Tripolitania toward the end of the third century CE. Tripolitania was assigned to Rome’s Western Empire, while Cyrenaica, now designated Libya Superior (or Pentapolis) with a capital at Ptolomais, and Libya Inferior (Sicca) with Paraetonium as its capital, both became part of the Eastern Empire.

Christianity spread from Egypt in the third century. One of the most prominent Cyrenaicans of this period was the philosopher Synesius, who was made bishop of Ptolomais in 410 CE.
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In the early fifth century the Vandals captured much of North Africa, including Tripolitania, and made Carthage their capital. They launched raids on Italy, sacking Rome in 455, but their success was short-lived. The Byzantine general Belisarius took back North Africa for Rome but control did not extend much beyond the coast, and the area drifted into decline and decay. The same was true of Cyrenaica, which remained an outpost of Rome’s Eastern Empire.

The Arab Conquest

The conquest by the Arabs was one of the most significant events in Libyan history. In 642 CE, ten years after the death of the Prophet Mohammed, Arab armies commanded by Amr ibn al-As moved first into Egypt and then Cyrenaica. They sacked Leptis and Sabratha, and took Tripoli in 643. They later moved into the province of Africa (Ifriqiya) and founded the city of Kairouan in what is now Tunisia.
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However, resistance by the Byzantine garrisons along the coast of Tripolitania as well as by the Berber inhabitants meant that it was not until well into the eighth century that the Arabs consolidated their hold on the region.

The Arab conquerors became an urban elite, but many intermarried with Berber women. The Berber tribes in the hinterland may have remained hostile to the Arabs, but they readily embraced the Islamic faith, adapting it to their own tastes. The Kharijite doctrine, with its democratic but puritanical outlook and emphasis on the literal interpretation of the Qur’an, proved particularly attractive to them.

In the following centuries Tripolitania came under the control of various Arab and Berber dynasties, notably the Aghlabids, Fatimids, and Hafsids, but for most of the time it languished as a backwater.

In Cyrenaica, after the demise of the Fatimids, the Mamluk dynasties of Egypt exercised nominal control over the territory in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. However, de facto control was in the hands of Bedouin tribal leaders, who demanded protection money from pilgrims and caravans traveling between the Maghreb and Egypt.

In the Fezzan, Bani Khattab chieftains held sway, like the Garamantes of old, until displaced in the sixteenth century by a Moroccan adventurer named Mohammed al Fazi, whose successors remained undisputed rulers of the region under Ottoman suzerainty.

The Ottoman Period

In 1510 the forces of King Ferdinand of Spain captured Tripoli, destroyed it, and constructed a fortified naval base there. In 1524 it was placed under the protection of the Knights of St. John in Malta.

Spain’s great rivals in the Mediterranean were the Ottoman Turks, who were beginning to establish colonies along the North African coast. In 1551 the Turkish admiral Sinan Pasha wrested control of Tripoli from the Knights of Malta and a Turkish pirate captain, Draghut Pasha, was installed as governor. Although Draghut was successful in establishing control of the coastal areas, he was far less so with the nomads of the interior, and his influence did not extend to Cyrenaica and the Fezzan. Tripolitania had very few resources of its own at this time and one of the main sources of income came from piracy along what became known as the Barbary Coast.
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The Karamanli Dynasty

Following a period of military anarchy in Tripolitania, a popular cavalry officer, Ahmad Bey Karamanli, seized control of Tripoli, assassinated the governor, and bought the title Pasha-Regent from the Sultan with property confiscated from Turkish officials he had assassinated.

He asserted Tripoli’s autonomy from Istanbul, turning Tripolitania into an independent kingdom, established diplomatic relations with European countries, increased revenues from piracy, won allegiance from the Bedouin and Berber tribes, and by the time of his death in 1745 had extended his authority to Cyrenaica and the Fezzan.

He and his descendants presided over prosperous times and developed trade with other countries, especially Malta and Italy. Shipowners paid protection money for the free passage of their ships in that part of the Mediterranean. However, the American government refused to pay such forms of tribute and this led to a conflict between the USA and Tripoli that lasted from 1801 to 1805. President Jefferson despatched warships to the Mediterranean and there was a particularly ugly international incident when the American frigate, the Philadelphia, was captured off Tripoli and sunk in Tripoli harbor.
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Rule by the Karamanlis lasted until 1835, when dispute over the succession and appeals for assistance to put down a rebellion enabled the Ottomans to regain power and eject the Karamanli dynasty.

The Second Ottoman Period

Under the Ottomans Tripolitania, Cyrenaica, and Fezzan became the Turkish province (or vilayet) of Tripolitania under a governor-general (wali) appointed by the Sultan. In 1879 Cyrenaica was separated from the rest of the province and its lieutenant-governor reported directly to Istanbul.

The most significant development of the nineteenth century took place in Cyrenaica with the establishment of an Islamic order or brotherhood near to the city of Cyrene. Founded by Sayyid Mohammed Ali al-Sanusi, the movement spread through the province and into the Fezzan. Supporters of the Sanusiya offered support to the Ottoman regime and thereby helped to counter the spread of French influence from the south.

Eventually, Sayyid Mohammed moved the headquarters of the Sanusiya order to the oasis of Jaghbub near the Egyptian border, and later it was moved further south to Al-Kufra.

Libya Under Italian Rule

The Italian Invasion

In 1911 the Italians, aware that the Ottoman Empire was in steep decline, seized the chance to declare war and, on September 28, invade Libyan territory with an expeditionary force of 35,000. The Italians supported the landings in Tripoli, Benghazi, Derna, and Tobruk with aircraft that dispatched bombs, making these the first air raids in history.

Turkish troops led by Enver Pasha and Mustafa Kemal (later to become known as Ataturk) enlisted the help of Arab tribes to resist the invasion, but with war threatening in the Balkans the Sultan sued for peace with Italy. However, the 1912 peace treaty was ambiguous, and the Ottomans did not relinquish sovereignty over Tripoli, even though they withdrew their troops from Libya.
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The Italians encountered stiff resistance in the interior from Sanusiya units led by Ahmad ash-Sharif, especially in Cyrenaica, and eventually they were forced to withdraw.

Ahmad was pressured by the Ottomans to support a campaign against the British in Egypt led by Turkish officers. This was put down by British forces, and Ahmad surrendered leadership of the Sanusiya order to Idris, whom Britain and Italy recognized as the Amir (ruler) of the interior of Cyrenaica.

After the end of the First World War the victorious Allies accepted Italy’s sovereignty over Libya and limited political rights were granted to people in areas under occupation. The Italians confirmed Idris as Amir of Cyrenaica, granting him autonomy over much of the interior of that province and also providing him with a subsidy.

In 1918 a group of nationalists led by Ramadan al-Suwayhli, an Egyptian by birth, proclaimed a Tripolitanian Republic and called on Italy to recognize it. The Italians at the time considered coming to terms with them, but there was considerable dissension among the various Libyan factions and they were unable to present a united front. The situation changed with the appointment of the strong-minded Count Giuseppe Volpi as governor, who advocated a policy of military pacification.

The Tripolitanian nationalists then offered to recognize Idris as Amir of Tripolitania, believing this to be a way of advancing independence. At first Idris declined the offer as he was not anxious to extend his political or his religious influence to Tripolitania, and he also recognized that neither he nor the Sanusiya order could command much loyalty there. But after some consideration he accepted the proposal. He then fled to Egypt to avoid capture by the Italians.

The Cyrenaican Resistance

By now Mussolini had come to power, and in 1923 Italy occupied Sanusiya territory near Benghazi. But while northern Tripolitania was quickly brought under Italian control, followed by the rest of Tripolitania and the Fezzan over the next few years, the Cyrenaicans were not prepared to surrender without a struggle. Led by Sheikh Omar Mukhtar, the Sanusiya forces, numbering a few thousand, waged a guerilla war against the Italians. The Italian General Graziani brutally put down all forms of dissent. It is estimated that half a million Libyans died in the conflict.
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Omar Mukhtar: Lion of the Desert

The exploits of Omar Mukhtar and his soldiers were immortalized in an epic film released in 1981 with Anthony Quinn in the title role, Rod Steiger as Mussolini, Oliver Reed as General Graziani, and a cast of thousands. Directed by Moustapha Akkad with music composed by Maurice Jarre, it was shot in the desert 600 miles (960 km) from Benghazi and cost $35 million to make. However, it recouped only $1 million at the box office, making it a contender for the biggest financial disaster in movie history. The film was financed by Muammar Qadhafi.





Eventually the Italians’ superior technology and manpower won through and in 1931 the Italians attacked Kufra, the last stronghold of the Sanusiya. The resistance collapsed and its leader, Omar Mukhtar, was hanged before a crowd of 20,000 Arabs. The Italians then proceeded to destroy all the Sanusiya lodges (zawias).

The Italians Consolidate Their Power

In 1934 the Italians molded their North African colony into a single entity, which they named Libya. Administered by a governor-general, it consisted of four provinces: Tripoli, Misrata, Benghazi, and Derna; the Fezzan remained under separate military control. In 1939 Libya became a part of metropolitan Italy.

The 1930s were a period of considerable change with a great deal of investment in the country’s infrastructure. Cities were modernized, port facilities extended, a railway built, and in 1937 a coastal highway, 1,100 miles (1,800 km) in length, was completed between the Tunisian and Egyptian borders.

Land owned by Libyans was confiscated and given to settlers from Italy under Mussolini’s “economic colonization” scheme. The first 20,000 settlers arrived in 1938 and by 1940 there were 110,000 of them living in Libya, about 12 percent of the population. A state corporation known as the Libyan Colonization Society was established that reclaimed land and built model villages for the settlers. Meanwhile, little was done to improve the lot of the indigenous population.

The Second World War

When war broke out in 1939 Libyan political leaders met in Alexandria and accepted Idris as leader of the nationalist cause. In 1940 Fascist Italy invaded Egypt, then under British control, and the Cyrenaicans declared their support for the Allies. The Tripolitanians eventually came on board, albeit with some reluctance. Britain welcomed Idris’s support and pledged that the Sanusiya would never again fall under Italian domination. With the help of five Libyan battalions, recruited largely from the ranks of former Sanusiya resistance fighters, British troops managed to expel the Italians, later replaced by German forces who pushed the British back to the Egyptian frontier. The Desert War between Rommel’s Afrika Korps and the Allied Eighth Army commanded by Field Marshal Montgomery raged for the next few years until Rommel’s army was routed and forced back as far as Tunis.
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The Aftermath of the Second World War

At the end of the war Italy was forced to relinquish sovereignty over Libya. Separate British military administrations were established for Tripolitania and Cyrenaica, while the French controlled the Fezzan.

The USA, the Soviet Union, Britain, and France then had to make decisions as to the future of these three territories. One plan suggested the creation of three trusteeships to be administered by Britain, France, and Italy respectively. Many Libyans, however, favored unification of the three provinces and, when the matter was referred to the United Nations, it was decided that the final decision should rest with representatives drawn from all three provinces. When they came out in support of unification the UN General Assembly supported them and in 1949 passed a resolution to grant Libya independence not later than the beginning of 1952.

The representatives agreed that the Amir of Cyrenaica should be their ruler, and so on December 24, 1951, King Idris Sanusi proclaimed the establishment of the United Kingdom of Libya.

Independent Libya

The Monarchy 1951–1969

Sayyid Idris al-Sanusi, the first ruler of the now independent United Kingdom of Libya, ascended the throne at the age of sixty-one. A descendant of the Grand Sanusi who had founded the Sanusiya brotherhood in Cyrenaica, he had become leader of the Sanusiya and Amir of Cyrenaica (or, rather, parts of it) in 1916.

During the Italian occupation Idris had gone into exile in Egypt where he remained until the British occupation of Libya in 1942. He returned permanently to Libya in 1947 to head a government in Cyrenaica supported by local tribesmen.
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Idris was an ascetic, scholarly, self-effacing person, who has been dubbed “the reluctant king.” He, as well as some of his supporters, would have been perfectly content for him to remain just the Amir of Cyrenaica rather than become the ruler of three very disparate territories.

The newly independent state faced many challenges. It was one of the poorest countries in the world with a per capita income of around US $25 a year. Its main revenue came from the export of castor seeds, esparto grass, and scrap metal left over from the Desert War. Libya’s population was around one million in 1951, most of the people living at subsistence level and in rural areas. Three-quarters lived in Tripolitania, where much of the fertile land was in the hands of around 50,000 Italian settlers. The infant mortality rate was 40 percent, and 94 percent of the population was illiterate. Only 34,000 young people were receiving any education, and there were just twenty-five Libyan secondary school teachers and fourteen Libyans with degrees.

Libya’s economy received a boost when the government signed agreements with Britain and the USA to allow them military bases on Libyan soil and by the end of 1959 the country had received more than $100 million in aid from the USA. But that year the country’s fortunes began to look up.

The discovery of oil was to change Libya forever. Over the next decade it would become the fourth-largest oil producer in the world, and the government managed its negotiations with the oil companies with considerable skill to extract maximum advantage from them.
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During the 1960s the country changed from a loose federation into a unitary state with more powers accruing to the King and the central government. There was a big influx of people from the country into the towns, and increasing numbers of Libyans started benefiting from an education that had been denied to their elders.

However, politically the country remained moribund. The government was in the hands of the King’s close supporters, his own family, tribal leaders from Cyrenaica, influential families, and business leaders. Although the King professed to favor political reform, he lacked the energy and boldness to put it into effect for fear of alienating his core supporters.

The population—notably the young, the urban middle class, and lower ranking army officers—grew increasingly disenchanted. Tripolitanians, who represented the majority of the population, were not impressed when Idris decided to locate Libya’s new capital at Beida, in the Sanusiya’s heartland, to the east of Benghazi.

In addition Libyans were exposed to President Nasser’s relentless propaganda from Radio Cairo, which chided Libya for its close affiliations with the West and urged Libyans to embrace the concept of Pan-Arab socialism. During the Six-Day War of 1967, in which Egyptian forces were humiliated by the Israeli Army, anti-Western riots broke out in Tripoli and Benghazi.

The monarchy was becoming increasingly remote from the aspirations of its citizens, but it limped along for another two years. Out of deference to public opinion, negotiations started with the Americans and British regarding the closure of their bases in Libya.

Opinions about the Idris regime are mixed. On the one hand, it was something of an anachronism that failed either to unify the country or equip it with the trappings of a modern state. On the other, it was a relatively benign regime that had made considerable social, economic, and educational progress from unpromising beginnings.

The Al-Fateh Revolution

On September 1, 1969, Libyans awoke to find that a group of junior army officers and enlisted men had staged a coup d’état and taken control of all government installations. The leader of the coup was a twenty-seven-year-old captain, Muammar Qadhafi, who broadcast the news from the radio station in Benghazi.

The coup caught nearly everybody unawares. Originally, Qadhafi and his followers had planned to stage it in March of that year, but the authorities got wind that something was up and cracked down on possible subversion.

Initially there were pockets of resistance to the coup in Tripoli, but most of the populace quickly accepted the new regime. King Idris, who was on holiday in Ankara at the time, abdicated, and the revolution was virtually bloodless. He went to live in Egypt, where he was to die in 1983 aged ninety-four.

The astonishing fact about the coup was that it had been carried out by no more than five hundred junior army officers and servicemen. Despite the distances involved and the need for secrecy, it had been masterminded to take place simultaneously in the capitals of all three regions. That the coup succeeded probably had more to do with the incompetence of the regime than any desire for political change among the population at large.

Most people knew nothing about the officer who would be named the commander-in-chief of the new regime. Since he would dominate Libyan politics in the decades ahead the time is opportune to become better acquainted with Muammar Qadhafi.
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The Qadhafi Phenomenon

Some leaders are born with a silver spoon in their mouths, but this was definitely not the case with Qadhafi. He was born in 1942 in a tent near Abu-Hadi, 50 miles (80 km) south of Sirt, the only surviving son among five children. His parents were Bedouin and belonged to a small tribe of Arabized Berbers called the Qadhafa.

His was a simple life with hardly any exposure to the mass media. But he would have been aware of what was happening around him from the stories he heard from his father and grandfather, who had both fought against the Italians and who regarded Europeans with profound suspicion.

His father had a herd of goats and camels and led an itinerant life. As a result the young Muammar’s education was intermittent and informal. He was taught initially by a peripatetic teacher, known as a fatih, and did not start his regular education until 1954 when he was eleven. However, he proved to be a diligent pupil.

He began his secondary education in Sebha in the Fezzan in 1961, but was expelled after organizing a demonstration in support of Arab unity following the breakup of the United Arab Republic of Egypt and Syria. He continued his studies at Misrata, during which time he began to print and distribute political pamphlets.

His education was deeply rooted in Islam and he grew up a devout Muslim espousing an austere code of personal conduct and morals. He set great store by family ties, personal honor, and social egalitarianism, and he regarded urban politicians with considerable distrust.

Qadhafi decided to join the army—much against his family’s wishes. However, it was a sensible choice for an ambitious young man, since it was one of the few paths to advancement for those like himself coming from humble backgrounds. Besides, he was constantly reminded of the success of the Egyptian army and Gamal Abdel Nasser in taking over the government of that country and modernizing it.

Nasser was clearly an inspiration to him when he entered the Military Academy at Benghazi, where he became deeply enmeshed in politics and set about organizing an underground military grouping that was to become the Free Officers’ Movement. Qadhafi graduated in 1963 and was one of a group of Libyans selected to attend a signals course in England. It would appear that on the first course at Beaconsfield the Libyan soldiers did not take to the rough and ready manner of British military life and relationships between them and their lecturers and other trainees were strained. This son of the desert hated London, but developed a liking for the English countryside.
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On his return he enrolled as a history student at the University of Libya and continued with his political activities. He gathered around him a number of junior officers who had similar backgrounds to him and shared his views. He was particularly outraged when the Idris government stood idly by as Israel inflicted defeat on Egypt in the Six-Day War.

Four factors, in particular, provide the key to Qadhafi’s outlook on life and indirectly to the policies he was later to pursue: the Pan-Arabism of President Nasser of Egypt, the painful experience of Italian colonialism, the tribal culture he grew up in, and Islam.

Revolutionary Government

It was not until a week after the coup that Libyans discovered the identity of their new leader and it was only at the beginning of 1970 that they learned the names of the Revolutionary Command Council who would take the Revolution forward. All the RCC members had belonged to the Free Officers’ Movement and were contemporaries of Qadhafi. None held any rank above that of major; none had any political or economic expertise.

But their determination to bring about radical change was not in doubt. Britain and the USA were given notice to close their bases and withdraw their troops; foreign banks, insurance companies, and hospitals were nationalized; Italians were informed that their properties would be confiscated; much of the oil industry came under state control; officers above the rank of major were dismissed and the army doubled in size; high-ranking bureaucrats and supporters of the monarchy were removed.

Qadhafi sought to combat political apathy by establishing Popular Congresses to elect parliamentary representatives and a president. But this idea was quickly abandoned in favor of the creation of the Arab Socialist Union (on the Egyptian model), and laws were passed banning any political activity outside the ASU, which would be punishable by death.

However, the ASU’s progress did not satisfy Qadhafi, who criticized the Libyans’ lack of revolutionary fervor, and in 1973 he proclaimed a Cultural Revolution. This involved:


• the annulment of all laws made by the previous regime and their replacement by sharia law

• the repression of communism and conservatism (those opposed to the Revolution)

• equipping people with arms in order to protect the Revolution

• the reform of the bureaucracy

• the promotion of Islam



To put these policies into effect people’s committees were set up.

Five years after the Revolution chaos and confusion reigned. The bureaucracy had more than doubled in size and replacing seasoned administrators with inexperienced ones had made it dreadfully inefficient. Tensions mounted within the ranks of the RCC over whether or not to pursue a more technocratic approach to Libya’s problems and there was considerable student unrest.

In August 1975 two members of the RCC attempted a coup, which proved abortive. The RCC was now reduced to five members and Qadhafi consolidated his position by purging the army and ministries of all elements he suspected of potential disloyalty. He also began to place members of his own family and tribe in sensitive positions in the army.

Buoyed up by increasing oil revenues he became ever bolder in his political ambitions. In 1976 he disappeared into the desert to formulate his political theories in The Green Book, a slim publication that set out the blueprint for the prospective Libyan state, which he designated the Third Universal Theory.

Qadhafi advocated statelessness, a political system in which people would manage their own affairs without state institutions. He put this theory into effect in 1977 when Libya was proclaimed a Jamahiriya (State of the Masses). Private property was eliminated, private trading abolished, state supermarkets took over all retail activities, Libya’s embassies abroad were renamed People’s Bureaus.
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During this time he challenged the role of the ulama (Islamic jurists and scholars) as interpreters of Islam and sought to reinterpret the Qur’an in the light of modern conditions and needs. His attack on the traditional religious establishment was relentless and he seized mosques, replacing their imams (prayer leaders) with others more compliant to his ideas. The remaining RCC members were dismissed, and Qadhafi took over nearly all policy decisions, which he channeled through the General People’s Committee (the quasi-cabinet) to give the appearance of legitimacy. By surrounding himself with a small coterie of loyalists his regime was starting to look very similar to the regime he had overthrown.

The Third Universal Theory

Qadhafi began to promote this theory (also known as the Third International Theory and Third Theory) in the early 1970s. It is a synthesis of his ideas on Arab unity, independence, economic egalitarianism, and cultural authenticity, and represents an alternative ideology to capitalism and communism.

It rejects the class exploitation of capitalism and the class warfare and atheism of communism in favor of a system that eliminates class differences and embodies the Islamic principle of consultation with all citizens in both community and national affairs. Central to the theory are the concepts of religion and nationalism as embodied in Islam, which Qadhafi holds to have been the “two paramount drives that have moved forward the evolutionary process.” He advocates “positive neutrality” whereby Third World states could coexist with the USA and the Soviet Union, but should not fall under their dominance.

Libya and the Outside World

One of Qadhafi’s most remarkable achievements is that Libya, having spent most of its history languishing in the shadows, suddenly erupted on to the international scene—often for all the wrong reasons.

Having absorbed the nationalist rhetoric of Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt, Qadhafi had been a staunch advocate of Arab unity since his youth. On Nasser’s death in 1970 he saw the torch of leadership of the Pan-Arab cause passing into his hands—an idea that more mature Arab leaders regarded with derision.
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Notwithstanding he was determined to turn the dream into reality and made strenuous attempts to unite Libya with other Arab countries—firstly with Egypt and the Sudan, then with Egypt and Syria, with Egypt, with Algeria, with Tunisia, with Chad, and finally with Morocco. All of these attempts foundered, much to his chagrin.

After becoming thoroughly disillusioned with the Arab League, he sought other ways in which to project himself as a regional leader. Once the Chad conflict was resolved in 1994 by the International Court of Justice, which ruled in Chad’s favor, he became a leading proponent in the Organization for African Unity, later to become, at his instigation, the African Union. But so far most African leaders have shown little enthusiasm for his proposals to set up a Pan-African government: a United States of Africa.

It is Qadhafi’s relationships with the West that have earned him the greatest notoriety, particularly when his invective against Western countries was followed up with action. Libya’s support for revolutionary movements, including the IRA and radical Palestinian movements, became a thorn in the flesh for countries such as Britain and the USA.

Relations with the USA started to deteriorate with the burning down of the US Embassy in Tripoli in 1978, which led to US withdrawal from Libya in 1980. In 1981 the US Sixth Fleet shot down two Libyan jet fighters over the Gulf of Sirt, which Libya claimed as its territorial waters. The USA retaliated by imposing a trade embargo, American citizens were prohibited from visiting Libya, and a number of American oil companies withdrew.

Qadhafi’s call for opponents of his regime living abroad to be liquidated occasioned further alarm. After terrorist attacks at Rome and Vienna airports perpetrated by the Palestinian Abu Nidal Organization (which had links with Libya) and a bomb explosion in a West Berlin discotheque attributed to Libyan agents, President Reagan, who regarded Qadhafi as “the mad dog of the Middle East,” ordered the bombing of Tripoli and Benghazi in 1986. While Qadhafi escaped unscathed, one of his daughters was killed in an air raid.

Britain broke off relations with Libya after Libyan security personnel shot a policewoman outside the Libyan People’s Bureau in London in 1984. An explosion aboard an American airliner over Lockerbie in Scotland in 1988 and another on a French airliner over Niger in 1989—both allegedly set off by Libyan agents—caused universal disapproval. Libya’s refusal to extradite the Lockerbie bombers for trial led to a UN boycott of commercial flights into Libya and economic sanctions in 1992.

Retreat from Revolution

With its oil wealth and a relatively small population, Libya should have been in excellent economic shape. Yet in the 1980s living standards were declining and toward the end of that decade the economic situation was looking very grim. The state-owned supermarkets that had replaced private shops proved a disaster, failing utterly to cater to people’s needs. The army suffered a humiliating defeat in Chad in 1987 with the loss of one-quarter of the invasion force. Oil production was falling with a corresponding reduction in revenue, and Libya was finding it harder to pay the bills for its big infrastructure projects. International trade sanctions and an air embargo after Lockerbie compounded the problem.

In a bid to stimulate the economy, plans were drawn up to allow private enterprise and commercial banking, but many of the laws to liberalize the economy were never implemented. Qadhafi saw that economic liberalization would conflict with his goal of egalitarianism, while his core supporters were opposed to anything that would lead to a loss of privilege.

Those in charge of the oil industry made strenuous efforts to entice companies back to help revive the business. The technocrats in charge had kept their domain largely immune from the chaos that raged elsewhere, but now that the international oil market had become more competitive they found few takers.

In the late 1990s Libya began to adopt a more conciliatory stance toward its erstwhile enemies. In 1999 it agreed to surrender the Lockerbie suspects, and later compensated families of the victims of both this disaster and that of the French airliner over Niger. In 2003 it also renounced the production and use of weapons of mass destruction, including nuclear weapons, chemical agents, and mustard gas.

Little by little sanctions were lifted, diplomatic relations were resumed with Washington and London, and investment started to flow into Libya again. After years of isolation Libya was coming in from the cold.

Muammar Qadhafi remains Libya’s strongman and his claim to have withdrawn from political life does not carry much credence.
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Exercising, as he does, full control over the army and security services, his position seems unassailable and, like Louis XIV, he could justly boast, “L’état, c’est moi.” The expectation is that one of his sons will eventually succeed him. Currently the most likely contender is Saif al-Islam Qadhafi, who has run his father’s charitable foundation and is regarded as a reformer.

If Libya’s past history is any guide, however, one should be prepared for the unexpected. Qadhafi has poor relations with the ulama (the Muslim clergy) and there are a number of opposition groups, ranging from secular democrats to radical Islamists both inside and outside Libya, who are biding their time ready to exploit any weakness, just as he and other members of the Free Officers’ Movement did in the 1960s.

GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS

Libya is neither a monarchy nor a republic, but a self-styled Jamahiriya (State of the Masses).

The General People’s Congress in Tripoli formulates policy and passes laws in accordance with decisions made by twenty-six regional people’s congresses. The principle is that every citizen, regardless of age or gender, should participate in the government of the country through direct consultation and consensus building. More often than not, however, it acts as a rubber stamp for Qadhafi’s policies. The GPC elects the Secretary of the General People’s Committees (Prime Minister), who in 2007 was Dr. Baghdadi Ali Al-Mahmudi.
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General People’s Committees cover the main aspects of national life (like agriculture, trade), corresponding to ministries, and their secretaries function as ministers acting as links between the committees and the Executive.

There is no General People’s Committee covering defense, however; Qadhafi as Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces has complete control over defense and security matters.

There has been considerable decentralization in recent years, with the creation of 1,500 local communes (mahallat), each with its own budget and executive powers.

Political parties are banned in Libya, but opposition to the regime exists, with Benghazi regarded as particularly hostile to the regime. Various opposition groups are based outside Libya, of which the National Front for the Salvation of Libya is the best resourced. There have been at least six coup attempts to remove Qadhafi that we know of, but all were put down successfully.

Qadhafi operates a highly efficient security force that keeps its ears to the ground and troublemakers at bay. He himself has no hesitation about removing ministers and other senior officials from their posts if he feels they are becoming too powerful and could pose a threat to his authority.

The legal system is undergoing revision at the present time. The Civil Code introduced in 1953 was based on the Egyptian Civil Code, which, in turn, was based on French law and incorporated aspects of sharia law. After the proclamation of the Jamahiriya the legal apparatus underwent radical changes, causing considerable confusion and uncertainty.

THE ECONOMY

After the Second World War Libya’s main exports were scrap metal left over from the war, castor oil, and esparto grass (for making banknotes). Now it is petroleum, which accounts for 95 percent of the country’s export earnings. Libya’s main trading partners are Italy, Germany, Turkey, France, Tunisia, the UK, South Korea, and China.

The non-oil manufacturing and construction sectors account for more than 20 percent of Libya’s GDP and include the production of petrochemicals, iron, steel, aluminum, cement, textiles, and handicrafts.

The agricultural sector is hampered by a lack of groundwater and only just over 1 percent of the land is cultivated. It employs around 17 percent of the workforce and the main crops are wheat, barley, olives, dates, citrus fruit, tomatoes, water melons, and vegetables. Sheep, goats, cattle, camels, and chickens are also reared. Despite massive investment in a number of large-scale agricultural schemes, it looks as if 75 percent of the country’s food will continue to be imported.

Libya has considerable tourist potential, not least because of its long Mediterranean coast and its wealth of architectural sites. But perhaps as a result of Qadhafi’s distrust of foreigners, the government has been slow to exploit this promising foreign currency earner.

The government controls and spends the larger part of the national income. But the inefficient allocation of resources—such as the financing of grandiose projects whose viability is unproven—means that the money is often squandered. Also, a lack of transparency renders it difficult to keep track of expenditure.

Although Qadhafi instigates periodic anticorruption drives in which he dismisses officials who appear to be feathering their nests, there is a suspicion that some of the oil wealth is siphoned off into the pockets of Qadhafi’s leading supporters.

The Great Man-Made River

Many years ago a visitor remarked to his Libyan host on the benefits that the discovery of oil were bringing to his country. “How much better it would have been if we had discovered water,” was the reply.

Lack of water has always been a problem for this desert nation, where rainfall is confined mainly to the coastal regions. However, the growing population along the coast has put a great strain on the local water supply. Benghazi’s water table, for instance, dropped to such an extent that the city’s drinking water was becoming contaminated with seawater.

Various ways of alleviating the problem were considered, including desalination plants, but the decision was made to pipe water from aquifers in the south of Libya to the coast. Work on the project, named the Great Man-Made River (GMR), began in 1984.

In 1991 the first water to be supplied by the GMR reached Benghazi, and in 1996 Tripoli too began to get water from deep desert wells. Currently around 1.7 billion gallons (6.5 million cu. m) of water flow through the pipelines daily: the original plan, since abandoned, was that the water should be used for irrigation as well as drinking.
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The GMR consists of a network of pipelines, some over 600 miles (1,000 km) long and 13 feet (4 m) in diameter. By the time the project is completed it will have cost over $27 billion. It is the largest civil engineering project on earth and has been described by Qadhafi as “the eighth wonder of the world.” The project is not without its critics, who fear the effect it will have on the water table in the south of Libya.




	Key Dates in Libyan History



	 



	631 BCE Foundation of Cyrene



	600 BCE Phoenician trading settlements of Sabratha, Oea, and Leptis Magna become colonies of Carthage



	525 BCE Cyrene comes under Persian rule



	331 BCE Alexander the Great retakes Cyrene for the Greeks



	107 BCE Tripolitania comes under Roman control



	115 CE Jewish revolt in Cyrene



	435 Vandal invasion destroys Sabratha and Leptis



	534 Invasion by the Byzantine general Belisarius drives out Vandals



	643 Arab conquest of Libya



	1510 Spain captures Tripoli



	1524 Tripoli is placed under the protection of the Knights of St. John



	1551 Libya comes under Ottoman control



	1711 Founding of the Karamanli dynasty



	1832 Ottomans regain control of Libyan provinces from the Karamanlis



	1843 Grand Sanusi establishes his HQ in Cyrenaica



	1911 Italy announces annexation of Tripolitania and Cyrenaica



	1913 Italy attempts to occupy all three Libyan provinces



	1918 Italian-Ottoman Peace Treaty gives Italy nominal control over Tripolitania and Cyrenaica



	1919 Italy drafts plans for Tripolitania and Cyrenaica to have their own councils and parliaments



	1922 Mussolini comes to power in Italy



	1923 After Idris goes into exile in Cairo, Omar Mukhtar organizes resistance to Italians in Cyrenaica



	1931 Capture and execution of Omar Mukhtar. Resistance collapses



	1938 First Italian settlers arrive



	1940–3 Desert War between Allies and Axis powers. Widespread destruction



	1943 British military administration established in Tripolitania and Cyrenaica, and a Free French military administration in the Fezzan



	1951 Libya becomes an independent kingdom under King Idris



	1961 Libya exports oil for the first time



	1963 Libya becomes a unitary state



	1969 Coup d’état led by Muammar Qadhafi



	1970 Closure of British and American bases. Appropriation of Italian properties. Nationalization of the oil companies’ distribution networks



	1971 Nationalization of insurance companies. Creation of Arab Socialist Union (ASU)



	1973 Third Universal Theory issued. Creation of popular committees who take over media and ministries. Nationalization of oil companies



	1975 Students demonstrate against Qadhafi in Benghazi. Abortive coup



	1976 Abolition of ASU. Creation of General People’s Congress. Publication of The Green Book



	1977 Proclamation of the Jamahiriya



	1978 Plans mooted for the abolition of private property, retail and private trading. Qadhafi warns ulama against interfering in his socialist policies and shuts down some mosques



	1979 Libyan embassies become People’s Bureaus. US Embassy set on fire



	1980 Qadhafi orders the liquidation of Libyan dissidents. Private savings accounts banned



	1981 US shoots down Libyan aircraft in the Gulf of Sirt



	1984 British policewoman shot outside Libyan People’s Bureau in London. UK breaks off diplomatic relations



	1985 Libya expels large numbers of foreign laborers



	1986 Libyan bomb explodes in West Berlin nightclub. USA bombs Tripoli and Benghazi. Leaders of G7 single out Libya as a major perpetrator of terrorism



	1987 Libya announces economic liberalization. A consignment of arms sent by Libya for the IRA is found aboard the Eksund



	1988 Pan Am airliner explodes over Lockerbie in Scotland



	1989 UTA airliner explodes over Niger



	1992 Two Libyans charged with Lockerbie bombing



	1992 UN asks Libya to extradite Lockerbie and UTA suspects and imposes boycott of flights into Libya



	1998/9 Libya agrees to surrender the Lockerbie suspects for trial in the Netherlands



	1999 Libya accepts responsibility for London shooting. Diplomatic relations resumed with UK. Libya hosts OAU meeting in Sirt. Palestinian doctor and five Bulgarian nurses accused of infecting children with HIV/AIDS are imprisoned, causing international concern



	2003 UN lifts sanctions. Libya renounces weapons of mass destruction and announces a liberalization program



	2004 EU lifts arms embargo



	2005 Libyans in exile call for removal of Qadhafi at a meeting in London



	2006 USA resumes full diplomatic relations with Libya. Riot in Benghazi is infiltrated by Islamists, who burn down the Italian consulate



	2007 Libya signs a defense agreement with Britain. African leaders reject Qadhafi’s plans for a Pan-African government. Palestinian doctor and Bulgarian nurses are released after eight years’ imprisonment. Saif al-Islam Qadhafi proposes a new constitution
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