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Libya: Introduction

Chart 1: Political map of Libya

Chart 1 is a political map of Libya.

Libya is classified as an upper-middle-income country (UMIC) located in North Africa, bordered to the north by the 
Mediterranean Sea, to the west by Tunisia and Algeria, to the south by Niger and Chad, and to the east by Sudan and 
Egypt.

Libya is the fourth-largest country in Africa (after Algeria, DR Congo and Sudan) and the  in the world in terms  17th-largest
of land surface, covering an area of approximately  1.76 million km², about 1.2% of the world's land surface. However, 
despite its vast land area, most of Libya's territory is desert, notably part of the Sahara, with limited arable land mostly 
located along the Mediterranean coast.

The country’s Mediterranean coastline extends over 1 770 kilometres, making it the longest in Africa’s northern region. 
Because the Mediterranean Sea directly links Libya to Europe, the country is heavily impacted by the flow of migrants 
passing through or seeking work to finance their journey to Europe.

Libya’s geography is dominated by vast desert plateaus covering most of the national territory, including the Sahara, with 
only a narrow coastal plain supporting significant settlement and agriculture. The country experiences a hot, arid climate 

https://www.worldatlas.com/geography/the-largest-countries-in-the-world.html
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in the interior, while the coastal strip enjoys a more temperate Mediterranean climate with seasonal rainfall rarely 
exceeding  annually. Rainfall is highly variable and drought-prone, further constraining agricultural 400 millimetres
production and water availability.

Libya shares borders with six countries, which positions it as a strategic transit point between North Africa, the Sahel and 
the Mediterranean region. Its relationships with neighbours are shaped by historical migration, trade and security 
dynamics. Libya is a member of the African Union ( ), the Arab Maghreb Union ( ), the Common Market for Eastern AU AMU
and Southern Africa ( ) and one of the 12 members of the Organisation of Petroleum Exporting Countries ( ). COMESA OPEC
The country holds the largest  in Africa, about  of the world’s proven crude oil reserves. In 1998, proven oil reserves  2.8%
former president Muammar Gaddafi established the Community of Sahel-Saharan States ( ) that became the most CEN-SAD
recent among the eight regional economic communities recognised by the AU, with its secretariat originally located in 
Tripoli but relocated to N'Djamena, Chad in 2020. CEN-SAD and AMU have faced significant operational and political 
challenges, including overlapping memberships with other regional economic communities, political instability in member 
states, limited financial resources and tensions between member states.

Prior to the civil war, Libya  through its oil exports and its role in regional migration exerted considerable regional influence
and security arrangements, particularly as a route for trans-Saharan migration to Europe, but was also allegedly involved 
in the internal affairs of neighbours.

The country is administratively divided into 22 districts, known as shabiyat, with Tripoli serving as the capital and the 
largest city. Benghazi is the second-largest city and an important administrative and economic centre. Over 76% of the 
population resides in urban areas, particularly along the coastal belt, while the desert interior supports  sparse, only
largely nomadic populations, such as the Tuareg and Tebu communities. Infrastructure development is concentrated in 
coastal cities, while the rural interior remains underdeveloped.

The estimated total population in 2023 was about 7.3 million, with a median age of 28.3 years. Approximately 28.1% of 
residents are under the age of 15, reflecting a youthful demographic profile shaped by historically high fertility rates, 
although these have begun to decline.

Libya’s political history is marked by Italian colonisation, independence in 1951 under King Idris I, the 1969 military coup 
led by Muammar Gaddafi and the collapse of the Gaddafi regime during the 2011 uprising. The subsequent decade has 
been characterised by political fragmentation, recurring civil conflict and a lack of unified national institutions. The country 
remains in a prolonged , with rival administrations competing for legitimacy and intermittent efforts at transitional phase
national reconciliation. Libya’s current governance structure is a contested hybrid system with parallel institutions in the 
east and west, weak separation of powers and a judiciary facing capacity constraints. Major constitutional moments 
include the adoption of an interim constitutional declaration in 2011 and ongoing debates over a permanent constitution.

Libya’s economy is heavily dependent on oil, which accounts for over 90% of government revenues and export earnings. 
The GDP at market exchange rate was estimated at US$36.8 billion in 2023, although output remains volatile due to 
political instability and recurrent interruptions in oil production.

With a Gross National Income (GNI) per capita of  in 2023, Libya has maintained its upper-middle-income country US$7 570
status since the  income classification. GDP per capita in 2023 was approximately US$9 988, yet this post-1989 World Bank
figure conceals wide disparities between those with access to public-sector salaries in urban areas and those reliant on 
informal or subsistence activities in rural regions. The informal economy, encompassing unregistered trade, informal 
transport and agricultural work, is estimated to comprise up to 15.4% of GDP.

https://www.britannica.com/place/Libya/Climate
https://au.int/
https://maghrebarabe.org/en/member-countries/
https://www.comesa.int/members/
https://www.opec.org/
https://africa.businessinsider.com/local/markets/top-10-african-countries-with-the-largest-oil-reserves-in-2024/s1nmhft
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/en/global/corporate/pdfs/energy-economics/statistical-review/bp-stats-review-2021-oil.pdf
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/en/global/corporate/pdfs/energy-economics/statistical-review/bp-stats-review-2021-oil.pdf
https://ecfr.eu/special/african-cooperation/censad/
https://au.int/en/countryprofiles/libya
https://www.britannica.com/place/Libya/Settlement-patterns
https://www.britannica.com/place/Libya/History
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2024/12/17/libya-s-economic-outlook-pathways-to-sustainable-growth-and-increased-productivity
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/408581467988942234/pdf/WPS7528.pdf
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The country’s  is marked by rising poverty and vulnerability, especially among internally displaced people, social context
the unemployed and residents of conflict-affected areas. The collapse of state services and the expansion of the informal 
sector during the civil war have eroded living standards for many, despite Libya’s substantial oil wealth.

https://www.britannica.com/place/Libya/Social-conditions
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