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MMC is a global network engaged in data collection, research, analysis, 
and policy and programmatic development on mixed migration, with 
regional hubs in Africa, Asia and the Pacific, Europe and Latin America, 
and a global team based across Copenhagen, Geneva and Brussels.

MMC is a leading source for independent and high-quality data, 
research, analysis and expertise. MMC aims to increase understanding 
of mixed migration, to positively impact global and regional migration 
policies, to inform evidence-based mixed migration responses for 
people on the move and to stimulate forward thinking in public and 
policy debates on mixed migration. MMC’s overarching focus is on 
human rights and protection for all people on the move.

MMC is part of the Danish Refugee Council (DRC). 

For more information visit: 
mixedmigration.org and follow us at @Mixed_Migration

ABOUT MMC 
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The Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES) is the oldest political foundation 
in Germany with a rich tradition in social democracy dating back 
to its foundation in 1925. The foundation owes its formation and its 
mission to the political legacy of its namesake Friedrich Ebert, the first 
democratically elected German President.

The work of FES focuses on the core ideas and values of social 
democracy – freedom, justice and solidarity. This connects FES to 
social democracy and free trade unions. As a non-profit institution, FES 
organises its work autonomously and independently.

FES started to work on Libya in 2012 and committed to defend human 
rights and support social and gender Justice. FES Libya aims at 
promoting the principles of democracy, dialogue and reconciliation.

For more information visit:
libya.fes.de and follow us x.com/LibyaFes

ABOUT FES
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KEY FINDINGS

Economic factors play a crucial role in 
decision-making for migrants, influencing their 
initial decision to migrate and/or their decision 
to stop in or transit through Libya.

The primary reason given by respondents for 
leaving their country of origin was economic 
factors (77%), but they interplayed with other 
factors such as violence, insecurity and conflict 
(41%), and a prevailing culture of migration (39%). 
Therefore, 78% of all respondents stated that they 
selected their intended destination (mainly Europe 
or North America) because they anticipated finding 
better economic opportunities and/or generally 
experiencing a higher standard of living (65%) 
there. More than half of respondents decided 
to stop in Libya for work to finance their onward 
journey.

Security concerns in Libya are influential 
drivers to move onward from Libya.

While many respondents chose to travel to Libya 
for economic reasons, most migrants interviewed 
decided to leave Libya in search of safety; two-
thirds of respondents (63%) left Libya because of 
security reasons, while only 35% left to seek better 
working conditions and 22% because they were 
seeking to earn more money.

55%

63%

of respondents 
stopped in Libya to 
find work and finance 
their onward journey

of respondents left 
Libya because of 
security reasons

Key findings are based on surveys carried out in 2023 with 317 migrants 
who had previously spent at least 3 months in Libya. The research enhances 
the current body of knowledge on migration in Libya by examining the 
economic situation of migrants in Libya.
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The majority of jobs available to migrants in 
Libya are in the informal sector.

Most respondents who earned money in Libya 
did not have a formal employment contract (92%) 
and were primarily making money through casual 
or occasional work (76%). They thus had an 
unpredictable and irregular source of income while 
being also vulnerable to exploitation and financial 
instability.

Migrants in Libya mostly lean on personal 
networks with fellow migrants, co-nationals, 
and community leaders for access to job 
opportunities.

Three-quarters of respondents (77%) made 
money while in Libya, and 61% of this group were 
able to find a job within one month of arriving in 
the country. Two-thirds secured employment with 
the assistance of co-national networks or other 
migrants. The majority had received information 
about job opportunities in the Libyan labour market 
prior to their departure, mostly from relatives or 
friends currently (39%) or previously (41%) in 
Libya. 

Safety concerns, challenges in searching 
for jobs and limited access to information 
about the labour market constitute significant 
barriers to livelihoods.

Of the respondents who did not make money in 
Libya, 14/74  did not feel safe to start looking for 
a job because of the risk of being arrested, while 
15/74 actually looked for employment but faced 
difficulties, such as the lack of available jobs or 
language barrier. Limited access to information 
about the labour market may also be an underlying 
factor, as 44/74 of those who did not make 
money said they had not heard about economic 
opportunities in Libya before arriving.

92%

64%

1 in 5

of respondents who 
earned money did 
not have a formal 
employment contract

respondents who did 
not earn money did 
not feel safe to start 
looking for a job 

of respondents 
who earned money 
received assistance 
from other migrants to 
find a job 
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The skills required for the jobs available to 
migrants were generally at the same level or 
lower than their educational qualifications.

A third of all respondents (30%) had a level of 
education below secondary school. Despite having a 
generally low level of education, this did not appear to 
be a barrier to accessing the Libyan labour market as 
most respondents who were making money in Libya 
worked in lower skilled sectors. Indeed, most men 
respondents who made money in Libya worked in the 
construction sector (44%) and/or in a café/restaurant 
(43%), while women worked predominantly in a café/
restaurant (31/53) and/or did domestic work (e.g. as 
a cleaner) (35/53).

Job opportunities available for migrants in 
Libya have precarious working conditions, 
lacking formality, stability, security and social 
protections. 

66% of respondents reported wage theft or not 
being paid on time, and 39% reported that they did 
not receive payment at all. Therefore, only 20% of 
respondents were able to cover their needs while 
in Libya, and only 15% were able to save money. A 
greater part of the interviewed migrant workers (47%) 
relied on remittances from people in their country of 
origin, whereby only 31% (23/74) of respondents who 
did not have an income in Libya received money from 
their relatives in their country of origin.  

Migrants who made money in Libya faced high 
levels of additional risks in the workplace, and 
casual/occasional workers were more vulnerable.

In addition to wage theft, the most frequently reported 
incidents that migrants experienced in the workplace 
in Libya were verbal abuse (60%), lack of job security 
(49%) and physical abuse (42%). The absence 
of legal rights for migrants in Libya exacerbates 
their vulnerability and exposes them to heightened 

37%

83%

of respondents 
who earned money 
said that their level 
of education was 
higher than what was 
required in the job 
they had

of respondents 
who earned money 
estimated that 
they had been 
taken advantage 
of, exploited and/or 
abused while at work

76%
of respondents who 
earned money were 
casual workers 
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protection risks. Casual and occasional workers 
in informal public gathering places were 
frequently at a higher risk of abuses and human 
rights violations, including forced labour, human 
trafficking, arbitrary arrest, and detention.

Gender has an influence on both the type of 
job the migrants get and the types of risks 
they are exposed to.

There is less diversity in sectors available to 
women migrant job seekers, and the most 
common sectors of employment for women 
respondents were domestic work (39/58) and 
work in a café/restaurant (34/58). Women, 
whose level of education was generally higher 
than men, more often reported taking a job with 
a lower education requirement than what they 
possessed (48% (28/58) compared to 33% for 
men). As women migrant workers tend to work in 
less visible sectors, which increases risks, they 
are also more affected by protection incidents 
such as gender-based violence. 

1 in 3
women respondents 
who earned money 
reported experiencing 
sexual exploitation 
or abuse in the 
workplace 
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Introduction
Libya as a key migration hub, despite humanitarian concerns

Libya is at a pivotal location along the Central Mediterranean Route, one of 
the most unsafe migration corridors in the world. At the peak of the Euro-
pean migration surge in 2015-2016, over 300,000 individuals left Libya and 
arrived in Italy by sea.1 Conservative estimates suggest that 7,491 people 
lost their lives or went missing in the Mediterranean along this route during 
the same period.2 More recently, in the year 2023 alone, 52,034 individuals 
set sail from Libya and reached Italy, with an estimated 1,897 people losing 
their lives or going missing in the Mediterranean.3 

Amid a protracted political, security and economic crisis in Libya, the out-
look for the conditions of migrants appears bleak. The general security si-
tuation in the country has remained unstable since the 2020 ceasefire, with 
intermittent clashes between armed groups and fragmented national secu-
rity forces. In the absence of a cohesive governing authority, the timeline for 
parliamentary and presidential elections is still unclear. In this context, an 
estimated 823,000 people, including both Libyans and non-Libyans, require 
humanitarian assistance.4 Moreover, political disunity and a volatile security 
situation provide an opportune environment for human trafficking while hu-
man rights violations remain widespread, adding to situations of vulnerabi-
lity for migrants.

Despite persistent concerns regarding the conditions of migrants in Libya, 
the available protection space continues to shrink. The Global Protection 
Cluster has highlighted the ongoing protection risks faced by migrants in 
Libya as well as Libyan nationals.5 Most pressing humanitarian assistance 
needs for migrants are related to health services, accommodation, non-food 
items, as well as water, sanitation and hygiene.6 However, access to people 
in need, particularly to migrants in detention centres, has increasingly been 
challenging as humanitarian agencies have to adapt to a more constrained 
operational environment. Concurrently, international actors are shifting fo-
reign assistance towards development and reconstruction, moving away 
from humanitarian aid. 

1  UNHCR (2017)
2  UNHCR (consulted 2024/31/1) Operational Data Portal. Mediterranean Situation/Italy
3  UNHCR (2023)
4  UNOCHA (consulted 2024/31/1) Libya
5  Global Protection Cluster, 2022. https://www.globalprotectioncluster.org/publications/322/reports/
protection-analysis-update/libya-protection-analysis-update 
6  IOM (2023) IOM Libya. Migrant report. Round 49. July-September 2023

https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/53356
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean/location/5205
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/105834
https://www.unocha.org/libya
https://www.globalprotectioncluster.org/publications/322/reports/protection-analysis-update/libya-protection-analysis-update
https://www.globalprotectioncluster.org/publications/322/reports/protection-analysis-update/libya-protection-analysis-update
https://dtm.iom.int/reports/libya-migrant-report-49-july-september-2023#:~:text=IOM%20Libya's%20Displacement%20Tracking%20Matrix,(July%20%2D%20September%202023).
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Migrants’ core contribution to Libya’s economy and informal sectors

Libya serves not only as a departure and transit point, but also as a des-
tination country for migrants, primarily in search of economic opportuni-
ties.7 Labour migration in Libya manifests diversely, influenced by a range 
of motivations. This includes migrants who settle in the long-term, remit-
ting funds to their families in their countries of origin, seasonal migration 
from neighbouring countries, and transit migrants who pause in Libya to 
earn income for their onward journey. Whether migrants consider Libya a 
transit or destination country for labour migration, the country’s labour mar-
ket dynamics, characterized by readily accessible job opportunities offering 
attractive wages, play a significant role in influencing its central position in 
the flow of money along migration routes. Migrant workers play a crucial role 
in the Libyan economy by filling gaps in sectors typically overlooked by the 
local workforce, including construction and domestic services. However, the 
economic inclusion of migrants in Libya is hindered by persistent challenges 
related to their vulnerable status as the majority of available employment 
opportunities for them are informal, adding to their irregular situation.

With the support of international partners,8 national actors in Libya’s migra-
tion governance are gradually moving towards acknowledging the contri-
bution of migrants to the country’s economy. Recent reports9 indicate that 
the Government of National Unity is negotiating bilateral agreements with 
countries of origin to facilitate labour migration procedures, but provisions 
for access to social security and the prevention of exploitation still remain 
insufficient. Libya now has a 2023-2025 United Nations Sustainable De-
velopment Cooperation Framework, which includes a Collective Outcome 
on migration management promoting the improvement of migrants’ living 
conditions.10 This will undoubtedly impact national policies on migration ma-
nagement and eventually the outlook of migrants within the national eco-
nomy and labour market.

Research objectives

This study aims to investigate the multifaceted economic realities of mi-
grants in Libya. It aims to present findings regarding (i) the economic and 
financial conditions of migrants in Libya, (ii) the opportunities and risks mi-
grants face in the Libyan labour market, (iii) the economic significance of 
Libya for migrants in migration journey, and (iv) the relationship between 
economic aspirations and their migration decisions involving travel to and 
from Libya. The research findings will provide evidence for recommenda-
tions aiming to improve the protection and general economic conditions of 
migrants in Libya.

7  de Haas (2006) Trans-Saharan Migration to North Africa and the EU: Historical Roots and Current 
Trends
8  ICMPD (consulted 2024/31/1) Strategic and institutional management of migration in Libya
9  Nova news (2023), Libya: everything is ready in Tripoli for the first conference on legal migration in 
the Sahel
10  United Nations Support Mission in Libya, 2022. https://unsmil.unmissions.org/united-nations-
sustainable-development-cooperation-framework 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/trans-saharan-migration-north-africa-and-eu-historical-roots-and-current-trends
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/trans-saharan-migration-north-africa-and-eu-historical-roots-and-current-trends
https://www.icmpd.org/our-work/projects/strategic-and-institutional-management-of-migration-in-libya
https://www.agenzianova.com/en/news/libia-tutto-pronto-a-tripoli-per-la-prima-conferenza-sulle-migrazioni-legali-nel-sahel/
https://www.agenzianova.com/en/news/libia-tutto-pronto-a-tripoli-per-la-prima-conferenza-sulle-migrazioni-legali-nel-sahel/
https://unsmil.unmissions.org/united-nations-sustainable-development-cooperation-framework
https://unsmil.unmissions.org/united-nations-sustainable-development-cooperation-framework
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1. Methodology
MMC used a mixed methods approach in this study, based in a quantitative 
component that is triangulated and contextualized by qualitative interviews 
and a literature review.

1.1 Qualitative data and literature review

Empirical findings are grounded in an extensive analytical review. The main 
objectives of the literature review were to provide background information 
on mixed migration trends to and onwards from Libya, as well as on the 
contribution of migrants to the Libyan economy, including through an un-
derstanding of the Libyan labour market dynamics, as well as its legal and 
policy framework.

Qualitative data collection consisted of four interviews and aimed to com-
plement the literature review with background and contextual information. 
In-depth, semi-structured qualitative interviews were conducted in January 
2024 with two academics, a representative of an international NGO based 
in Libya, and a UN analyst. They were selected for their expertise (either 
academic or programmatic) on mixed migration trends in Libya and/or their 
knowledge of the Libyan labour market. 

1.2 Sampling criteria

This report is primarily based on 317 quantitative interviews carried out with 
migrants who had previously stayed in Libya. Data was collected through 
4Mi, which is MMC’s flagship primary data collection system (see text box). 
Sampling was purposive, targeting migrants who had previously stayed in 
Libya for more than three months; 9% of all respondents had left Libya in 
2021, 43% in 2022, and 48% in 2023. Data collection was not possible in 
Libya at the time of the study due to operational constraints, therefore the 
sample comprises respondents interviewed outside of Libya who spent a 
minimum of 3 months in Libya. The study does not differentiate between 
people who had considered themselves settled in Libya11 and those who 
considered themselves in transit. 

11  Although sampling did not include a final destination criterion, the study did not include migrants 
whose ultimate destination was Libya, despite comprising a substantial proportion of migrants who 
gained access to work in the country.
4
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What is 4Mi ? 
Regional teams in Africa, Asia, Europe, and Latin America collect and analyse 
data on mixed migration dynamics. Launched in 2014, 4Mi today consists 
of a network of around 120 enumerators in some 15 countries. Stationed 
in known gathering points for migrants on commonly used routes, 4Mi en-
umerators use questionnaires to conduct in-depth structured surveys of 
people on the move on a continuous basis. These surveys provide indi-
cative insights into the profiles, drivers, aspirations, decision-making, and 
experiences of migrants along mixed migration routes, including protection 
risks, the smuggler economy, and needs for information and assistance. 
More on 4Mi and its methodology can be found on the MMC website.12

1.3 Respondent demographic profiles

Surveyed migrants were generally young, and men comprised the majo-
rity of the sample. The median age was 28, with 22% of respondents aged 
between 18-24, 66% between 25-34 and 12% between 35-55. The sample 
criteria aimed to reflect the gender balance in the general population of mi-
grants in Libya. According to the International Organization for Migration 
(IOM)’s estimates, adult men constitute 79% of the total population of mi-
grants in Libya.13 The gender breakdown in the sample mirrors this estimate 
as 77% (n=245) of respondents were men and 23% (n=72) were women. 
Given that the sub-sample of women respondents is small, gender-disag-
gregated analysis should be interpreted with caution.

Almost all respondents (98%) were from sub-Saharan African countries. 
They had started their journey from 27 different countries, the most fre-
quently cited being Sudan (14%) and Ethiopia (12%). The top five countries 
of origin collectively constitute 54% of the entire sample (see Table 1), yet 
no single nationality overwhelmingly dominates.

12  See more 4Mi analysis and details on methodology at www.mixedmigration.org/4mi/
13  IOM (2023) Op. cit.

https://mixedmigration.org/
https://mixedmigration.org/4mi/
https://dtm.iom.int/reports/libya-migrant-report-49-july-september-2023#:~:text=IOM%20Libya's%20Displacement%20Tracking%20Matrix,(July%20%2D%20September%202023).
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Table 1. Top 5 respondent nationalities14

Nationalities Respondents Percentages (n=317)
Sudan 45 14%
Ethiopia 39 12%
Cameroon 34 11%
Eritrea 30 9%
Guinea 26 8%

Almost a third (30%) of all respondents had a level of education below 
secondary school. 42% had completed secondary school while more than 
a quarter (28%) had completed either a vocational education (22%) or ter-
tiary education (6%). Overall, women had a higher level of education than 
men, with 18/72 (25%) of female respondents who completed their primary 
education or did not complete any schooling, compared to 32% for male 
respondents.

Figure 1. Respondent education level

14  Other nationalities included Ivory Coast (6%), Chad (5%), Nigeria (5%), Burkina Faso (3%), Mali 
(3%), Niger (3%), South Sudan (3%), Benin (2%), Senegal (2%), Democratic Republic of Congo (2%), 
Central African Republic (2%), Somalia (2%), Gabon (1%), Sierra Leone (1%), Togo (1%), Republic of 
the Congo (1%), Syria (1%), Yemen (1%), as well as Ghana, Liberia, Mauritania and Zambia with one 
respondent for each of the latest cited nationality.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

n=317

Did not complete any schooling

Secondary or high school Vocational training University degree

Primary school (religious) Primary school

7% 6% 17% 42% 22% 6%
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The majority of respondents had a source of income15 when they were in 
Libya. Three-quarters of all respondents (77%) thus worked or sold assets 
to make money during their stay in Libya, while 23% did not earn money (see 
Figure 2). Notably, the gender breakdown of the sub-sample of respondents 
who made money in Libya (n=243) does not show any differences between 
men and women, as 76% were men and 24% were women (same gender 
proportion as the overall sample). Paid labour is a key indicator of the li-
velihoods and economic conditions of migrants in Libya which the report 
analyses in depth, including in relation to other demographic variables (e.g. 
level of education, financial responsibility for others, etc.).

Figure 2. Did you make money in Libya?

1.4 Validity and limitations

The 4Mi sampling approach involves several measures to mitigate bias but 
remains purposive. It means that the findings derived from the surveyed 
sample provide rich insights, but the figures cannot be used to make infe-
rences about the total population. 

4Mi data is self-reported, and therefore there is a risk relating to internal 
validity. 

Overall, the research analyses the economic conditions of a very specific 
and relatively small population, i.e. migrants who had stayed in Libya but 
were outside of Libya at the time of the interviews. Migrants who were still in 
Libya (either in transit or who settled there), or who returned to their country 
of origin were also not covered.

15  Throughout the study, the first subgroup of respondents is referred to as «migrant respondents 
who made money in Libya,» while the second subgroup is referred to as «migrant respondents who did 
not earn money in Libya.» The vast majority of respondents who made money in Libya were migrant 
workers, as only 2 out of 243 were selling assets only. However, the study avoids using the term 
«migrant workers» to closely reflect how questions were asked.

77%

23%

Yes (n=243)

n=317

No (n=74)
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This study aims to explore conditions for migrants in general, and as such 
primarily presents findings for the full sample of migrants. Caution should 
be taken with the disaggregation by gender and whether making money, 
due to small sample sizes for some groups. Further disaggregation by na-
tionality or language group is not possible, and would require a larger-scale 
or more targeted study.
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2. Mixed migration and the Libyan economy
2.1 Key trends in mixed migration to and onward from Libya

Migration trends in North Africa are rooted in trans-Saharan mobility dyna-
mics dating back to before colonial presence across the continent, while 
Libya has long been considered a major migration corridor in the region. 
North Africa has been an attractive destination and transit region for mi-
grants from sub-Saharan Africa, particularly for economic reasons. Esti-
mates indicated that in 2006 between 65,000 and 120,000 sub-Saharan 
Africans were entering the Maghreb (Libya, Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco, and 
Mauritania) each year, of which 70 to 80% were believed to have migrated 
through Libya.16 However, in the last decade, many changes have affected 
the nature and extent of migration dynamics through and into Libya. 

Libya has long been a popular destination for many migrants seeking eco-
nomic opportunities and attracted by competitive wages, particularly in the 
oil industry.17 Before the 2011 Revolution, as many as 2.5 million migrants, 
mainly from sub-Saharan Africa, North Africa, the Middle East, and Asia, 
were working in Libya in the services industry, oil, and construction sectors. 
In the 1990s, Gaddafi’s pan-African policies had shifted the country’s posi-
tion away from a focus on collaboration with mainly Arab countries towards 
a welcoming of sub-Saharan African migrants to work in Libya.18 This trans-
formed Libya into a destination country for migrants from a wide array of 
African countries seeking improved economic opportunities and, in some 
cases, fleeing conflict.19 Despite the outbreak of conflict in 2011, migrants 
continue to journey to Libya in pursuit of job opportunities, but with increa-
sing concerns for their safety.

Beyond its status as a destination country, Libya has also become, in recent 
years, an important transit and departure point for migrants in the North 
African region and along the Central Mediterranean Route. The most re-
markable increase in sea arrivals in Italy occurred between 2014 and 2016, 
escalating from 42,925 in 2013 to 181,436 in 2016. Of migrants who reached 
Italy in 2016, 90% departed from Libya.20 There was a notable decline in sea 
arrivals in Italy after Italy and Libya signed a bilateral agreement on migra-
tion management in 2017 (see Sub-section 2.1.2) and during the COVID-19 
pandemic, with only 34,154 sea arrivals in Italy in 2020, including 13,012 
(38%) who departed from Libya.21 Departures from Libya resumed in 2022 
and comprised 51% (53,310) of the 105,131 sea arrivals recorded in Italy that 
year, including 19,354 Egyptians and 14,971 Bangladeshi who departed from 
16  de Haas (2006) Op. cit.
17  IOM (2020) “Migration in West and North Africa and across the Mediterranean: Trends, risks, devel-
opment and governance”
18  De Haas (2006) Op. cit.
19  Ibid.
20  UNHCR Op. cit.
21  UNHCR (2020), Italy Sea arrivals dashboard December 2020

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/trans-saharan-migration-north-africa-and-eu-historical-roots-and-current-trends
https://publications.iom.int/books/migration-west-and-north-africa-and-across-mediterranean
https://publications.iom.int/books/migration-west-and-north-africa-and-across-mediterranean
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/trans-saharan-migration-north-africa-and-eu-historical-roots-and-current-trends
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/trans-saharan-migration-north-africa-and-eu-historical-roots-and-current-trends
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/53356
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/53356
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/84531
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Libya and arrived in Italy.22 In 2023, Libya ranked as the second-largest de-
parture point for migrants arriving in Italy by sea after Tunisia, with 52,034 
individuals departing from Libya.23 

2.2 The situation of migrants in Libya

2.2.1 Migrants in Libya
Libya is estimated to be home to the largest population of migrants in North 
Africa. As of September 2023, the IOM reported that there were 697,532 
migrants residing in the country, indicating a slight decline from the figure in 
January 2023 (706,472).24 Likewise, by the end of 2023, the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) documented 54,256 individuals 
officially registered as refugees or asylum seekers. Despite a decrease in 
the number of registered refugees and asylum seekers during Covid-19, the 
2023 numbers closely align with the count in November 2018 (57,664) and 
represent a 26% rise compared to November 2022 (43,000).25

The majority of migrants live in Western Libya; according to IOM over half 
(56%) live in this region, followed by 31% in Eastern Libya and 13% in Sou-
thern Libya. The predominant migrant demographic in Southern and Wes-
tern Libya is composed of individuals from Sub-Saharan Africa, accounting 
for approximately 85% and 57% respectively, whereas in Eastern Libya, the 
majority of migrants originally come from North Africa (including Sudan and 
Egypt), constituting 66% of the migrant population there.26 Key informants 
underscored two factors contributing to this geographical distribution: the 
proximity of Western Libya to Italy, featuring numerous departure points, 
and the attractive job opportunities with higher wages in Tripoli.27 However, 
in a context where access to Italy is becoming more complicated, eastern 
Libya, and Tobruk in particular, has become an emerging departure point for 
new migratory routes to Crete.28 

Three quarters (77%) of migrants in Libya are from neighbouring countries, 
according to IOM data.29 Nigerien migrants constitute 26% of the total mi-
grant population in Libya, making it the most represented migrant nationality 
in the country followed by Egypt (22%), Sudan (18%), and Chad (11%). Nige-
ria (5%), Syria (4%), and Bangladesh (3%), follow in the ranking of migrant 
nationalities in Libya. Overall, migrants from 45 different countries are re-
presented in the IOM data.

22  UNHCR (2022), Italy Sea arrivals dashboard December 2022
23  UNHCR Op. cit.
24  IOM (2023) Op. cit.
25  UNHCR Op. cit.
26  Geographical areas refer to the three historical regions in Libya: Tripolitania (Western Libya), Fezzan 
(Southern Libya) and Cyrenaica (Eastern Libya).
IOM (2023) Op. cit.
27  Key informant interview, Professor of geography and migration studies, January 2024
28  Le Monde (2024), Les autorités grecques veulent éviter une nouvelle route migratoire entre la Libye 
et la Crète
29  IOM (2023) Op. cit.

https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/98376
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/105834
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/105834
https://dtm.iom.int/reports/libya-migrant-report-49-july-september-2023#:~:text=IOM%20Libya's%20Displacement%20Tracking%20Matrix,(July%20%2D%20September%202023).
https://data.unhcr.org/en/country/lby
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/105834
https://dtm.iom.int/reports/libya-migrant-report-49-july-september-2023#:~:text=IOM%20Libya's%20Displacement%20Tracking%20Matrix,(July%20%2D%20September%202023).
https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2024/04/02/les-autorites-grecques-veulent-eviter-une-nouvelle-route-migratoire-entre-la-libye-et-la-crete_6225603_3210.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2024/04/02/les-autorites-grecques-veulent-eviter-une-nouvelle-route-migratoire-entre-la-libye-et-la-crete_6225603_3210.html
https://dtm.iom.int/reports/libya-migrant-report-49-july-september-2023#:~:text=IOM%20Libya's%20Displacement%20Tracking%20Matrix,(July%20%2D%20September%202023).
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2.2.2 Protection risks and human rights challenges
Migrants in Libya endure harsh living conditions, due to a variety of factors. 
In the midst of a protracted crisis marked by political instability and insecurity, 
humanitarian needs are high. According to IOM data, the main humanitarian 
needs of migrants in Libya include health services (81% of respondents 
interviewed), accommodation (53%), non-food items (47%), and water, 
sanitation, and hygiene (22%).30 Financial difficulties and high costs for 
essential goods and services (reported by 58% of IOM respondents) emerge 
as the primary challenge affecting migrants’ ability to meet their basic needs. 
According to the 2022 Humanitarian Needs Overview (HNO), less than half 
of interviewed migrants (46%) have a predictable source of income from 
permanent employment while 69% of migrants noted difficulties in finding 
employment, particularly in the formal sector.31 Limited job opportunities is 
also a challenge affecting the Libyan population, as unemployment rates 
were estimated to reach 20% in 2020.32 

Since October 2021, the country has seen a spike in the arbitrary detention 
of migrants, which prompted an unprecedented mobilization of migrants 
calling for protection.33 Detention centres in Libya are known to be places of 
human rights violations and abuses.34 In a report by the UN-led independent 
fact-finding mission for Libya, numerous violations against migrants in 
Libya, which may be considered crimes against humanity, especially sexual 
violence, were reported.35 Furthermore, the mission found that between 
January 2021 and December 2022, 57,109 migrants were intercepted in the 
Mediterranean by the Libyan coast guards and brought to detention centres 
where they were exposed to inhumane conditions, torture,36 and other ill-
treatment, as well as forced expulsions37 and enforced disappearances.38 
Similarly, kidnapping practices are common in the broader context of human 
trafficking in Libya, as migrants are vulnerable to extortion practices by non-
state actors (including armed groups, gangs and smugglers) for the purpose 
of forced labour, for example as a method of debt repayment.39

The impacts of Libya’s uncertain political future on its migration policy 
are not clear. While the date for parliamentary and presidential elections 
has not yet been set at the time of writing and there remains a high risk of 
conflict during this transition, foreign assistance is shifting towards deve-
lopment and reconstruction40 and away from humanitarian aid. Assuming 
that this shift will produce its expected impact on development, this will 
have a considerable effect on the outlook for migrants in general, with more 
30  Ibid 
31  OCHA (2021), Libya Humanitarian Needs Overview 2022
32  United Nations Support Mission in Libya, 2022.Op. cit.
33  openDemocracy (2022), One hundred days of refugee protest in Libya
34  UN (2022), Libya detention centers remain places of violations and abuse 
35  UN (2022), Report of the independent fact-finding mission on Libya 
36  OHCHR (2016), “Detained and Dehumanized”. Report on human rights abuses against migrants in Libya
37  OHCHR (2021), Unsafe and Undignified. The forced expulsion of migrants from Libya
38  IOM (2023) Libya Maritime update 3 June 2023 ; UN (2022) Op. cit.
39 7% of all respondents left Libya because they had accumulated debt there. OHCHR (2016), Op. cit.
40  IEMed (2022), Rebuilding Libya’s Economy on New and Sustainable Grounds

https://dtm.iom.int/reports/libya-migrant-report-49-july-september-2023#:~:text=IOM%20Libya's%20Displacement%20Tracking%20Matrix,(July%20%2D%20September%202023).
https://www.unocha.org/publications/report/libya/libya-humanitarian-needs-overview-2022-december-2021-enar
https://unsmil.unmissions.org/united-nations-sustainable-development-cooperation-framework
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/beyond-trafficking-and-slavery/one-hundred-days-of-refugee-protest-in-libya/
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/03/1114842
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/hrc/libya/index
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Countries/LY/DetainedAndDehumanised_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2021-12/Unsafe_and_Undignified.pdf
https://libya.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl931/files/documents/2023-06/iom-libya-maritime-update-10-june-2023.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/hrc/libya/index
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Countries/LY/DetainedAndDehumanised_en.pdf
https://www.iemed.org/publication/rebuilding-libyas-economy-on-new-and-sustainable-grounds/?lang=fr


25

jobs likely available to those seeking economic opportunities but enduring 
restrictions on the provision of assistance to those requiring protection.

2.3 Migrants’ contribution to the Libyan labour market

Despite an insecure environment, Libya remains an attractive destination for 
migrants pursuing job opportunities and higher wages than those available 
in their countries of origin. This is further fuelled by ample, albeit it mostly 
informal, labour opportunities, given the sustained demand for low-skilled 
workers in the Libyan labour market.41

2.3.1 The diverse profiles of migrants in the Libyan labour market
In Libya, migrant workers can be broadly categorized into two distinct 
groups depending on the means of their entry.42 However, this generaliza-
tion should not overlook the diverse legal statuses that migrants working in 
Libya fall into, encompassing migrant workers in both irregular and regular 
situations, migrants in transit, asylum seekers, refugees, and migrants in 
detention.

The first group consists of migrants from countries that have established 
bilateral agreements with Libya, facilitating regular access to the Libyan 
labour market for their citizens. These individuals view Libya as their pri-
mary destination and often use intermediaries to assist them in finding a 
job, often in international firms.43 Their expectations include higher wages 
as compared to their countries of origin, and while workers arrive to Libya 
through regular channels, they still might slip into irregular status if they do 
not secure a work permit upon arrival.44 Originating from Arabic-speaking 
countries like Tunisia45 and Egypt,46 their integration into the Libyan labour 
market is further eased when they possess specialized skills in manual sec-
tors that are overlooked by the Libyan population. This group’s migration is 
often circular (seasonal), happening between March and December,47 and 
shaped by formal agreements between Libya and their country of origin, 
which provide a certain level of protection and economic opportunity.48

41  IOM (2020) Op. cit.
42  Key informant interview, Economist and geographer – Migration governance advisor for Libya, 
January 2024
43  ILO & Impact Initiatives (2022) Labour Markets access for Migrants in Libya and the impact of 
Covid-19
44  Only 13% of long-term migrant workers in Libya held a work permit in 2019
IOM (2019) Living and Working in the midst of Conflict: The Status of Long-term Migrants in Libya
45  AfDB and IOM (2012) Migration of Tunisians to Libya. Dynamics, Challenges and Prospects
46  IOM (2022) Egyptian Migrant Workers in Libya. General Overview and Opportunities for the Future
47  According to IOM data, Egyptians, Nigeriens and Tunisians are over-represented among seasonal 
migrant workers as compared to the general migrant population in Libya. Most seasonal workers arrive 
in Libya between March and April, and then leave during the months of October and December.
IOM (2020) Circular Migration to Libya
48  Key informant interview, Economist and geographer – Migration governance advisor for Libya, 
January 2024

https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/ch24-labour-migration-dynamics-in-libya.pdf
https://repository.impact-initiatives.org/document/reach/d6eec67d/REACH_LBY_Report_Labour-Markets-Access-for-Migrants-in-Libya-and-the-Impact-of-COVID-19_July-2021_Final_for_publicaton_v4.pdf
https://repository.impact-initiatives.org/document/reach/d6eec67d/REACH_LBY_Report_Labour-Markets-Access-for-Migrants-in-Libya-and-the-Impact-of-COVID-19_July-2021_Final_for_publicaton_v4.pdf
https://dtm.iom.int/reports/libya-%E2%80%94-living-and-working-midst-conflict-status-long-term-migrants-libya
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Project-and-Operations/Migration_of_Tunisians_to_Libya_Dynamics_Challenges_and_Prospects.pdf
https://dtm.iom.int/reports/libya-egyptian-migrant-workers-libya-general-overview-and-opportunities-future
https://dtm.iom.int/reports/libya-%E2%80%94-circular-migration-libya-2020
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The second group of migrant workers typically enter Libya in an irregu-
lar manner, often with the aid of smuggling networks or their family and 
friends. They originate from sub-Saharan countries, Asia, and the Middle 
East.49 Their motivations for leaving their home countries tend to be rooted 
in economic considerations, and/or related to escaping insecurity and 
conflict. For some, Libya is seen as a destination where they plan to work, 
save money, and send remittances to their relatives,50 with the potential in-
tention of settling in Libya or returning home after a period of time. Others in 
this group consider Libya a transit point, and an opportunity to earn money 
to finance their onward journey to destinations including Europe.51 Among 
migrant workers who arrived irregularly, both those who intend to stay in or 
transit through Libya face harsh living conditions and are highly exposed to 
various risks, prominently including the threat of human trafficking, forced 
labour and exploitation.52

2.3.2 Current legal situation
Libya’s relatively loose labour regulations for migrant workers started to be 
tightened after a domestic surge in anti-immigrant sentiments in 2000.53 An 
ILO study on the Libyan labour market from 2021 finds that the labour market 
is more and more shaped by unemployment for nationals on the one hand, 
and the presence of large numbers of migrant workers on the other hand.54 
This paradox can be explained by a combination of skills mismatches, an 
overly inflated public sector, and a refusal to engage in manual labour, such 
as in the construction or domestic sectors, among Libyans.55 However, Li-
byan labour law takes a protectionist position toward the labour market. It 
requires employers to hire foreigners only if they cannot find Libyans to fill 
a position.56 Similarly, Libyan law requires at least 20% of workers in foreign 
companies to be Libyan nationals.57 However, migrant workers with a regular 
employment contract and work permit have access to similar benefits and 
social security services as the Libyan population.58

Furthermore, starting in 2010, Libya’s migration policy shifted from one 
seeking to attract foreign labour to one criminalizing migration. This change 
followed negotiations between Gaddafi’s regime and the European Union 
to strengthen migration containment measures.59 According to Libya’s 
2010 Law No. 19, any foreign national who crosses the border into Libya 
irregularly will be placed in detention for an undefined period of time and 
subject to forced labour or a fine of LYD 1,000 (USD 208), after which they 

49  IOM (2023) Libya – Migrant Profiles
50  IOM (2021) Labour Migration to Libya. Remittances amidst Conflict and Pandemic
51  Key informant interview, Economist and geographer – Migration governance advisor for Libya, 
January 2024
52  UN (2022) Op. cit.
53  de Haas (2006) Op. cit.
54  ILO & Impact Initiatives (2022) Op. cit. 
55  Ibid.
56  ETF (2014) Op. cit. 
57  Ibid.
58  ICMPD (2020) The Legal Guide for Foreigners in Libya
59  The Guardian (2010), EU keen to strike deal with Muammar Gaddafi on immigration

https://dtm.iom.int/reports/libya-migrant-profiles-november-2023
https://dtm.iom.int/reports/labour-migration-libya-remittances-amidst-conflict-and-pandemic
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/trans-saharan-migration-north-africa-and-eu-historical-roots-and-current-trends
https://repository.impact-initiatives.org/document/reach/d6eec67d/REACH_LBY_Report_Labour-Markets-Access-for-Migrants-in-Libya-and-the-Impact-of-COVID-19_July-2021_Final_for_publicaton_v4.pdf
https://repository.impact-initiatives.org/document/reach/d6eec67d/REACH_LBY_Report_Labour-Markets-Access-for-Migrants-in-Libya-and-the-Impact-of-COVID-19_July-2021_Final_for_publicaton_v4.pdf
https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/m/01BE9A2F283BC6B2C1257D1E0041161A_Employment%20policies_Libya.pdf
https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/m/01BE9A2F283BC6B2C1257D1E0041161A_Employment%20policies_Libya.pdf
https://www.icmpd.org/file/download/49405/file/ICMPD_The%2520Legal%2520Guide%2520for%2520Foreigners%2520in%2520Libya_EN.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/sep/01/eu-muammar-gaddafi-immigration
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will be expelled from Libyan territory.60 

For migrants, applying for a work permit appears to be a solution to obtai-
ning legal status in Libya, but barriers to accessing the necessary docu-
mentation for the application process remain high. Both migrant workers 
who arrived regularly (either with a residency or a transit visa)61 and irre-
gularly to Libya are currently allowed to obtain work permits if they have a 
valid employment contract in Libya.62 However, since obtaining the required 
documentation is difficult for many migrants, many migrants working in Li-
bya do so without a legal permit. Key informants underscored the limited 
connections between migrants in irregular situations and their embas-
sies, highlighting infrequent access to consular services. In addition to the 
above-mentioned difficulties to obtain an employment contract, this impe-
diment hinders their ability to obtain essential legal documents from their 
home country necessary for seeking a Libyan work permit.63

While Libyan authorities increasingly acknowledge the contribution of 
migrants in addressing gaps within the labour market, this recognition 
has not manifested in substantial changes to the existing legal framework. 
Although life prospects are unstable and laws have been tightened in Libya, 
migrant labour continues to be crucial for the revival of the Libyan economy 
and is still in high demand.64 There have been recent signs of a shifting 
approach on migration governance, but it is still nascent. In November 2023, 
the Government of National Unity, based in Tripoli, organized a conference 
with representatives from 20 Arab and African countries.65 The conference 
aimed to explore solutions for integrating migrants into the Libyan economy, 
following the example of a recent Memorandum of Understanding signed 
with Bangladesh.66 However, there hasn’t yet been an effective shift in 
the Libyan authorities’ migration policy, largely attributable to overarching 
political instability impeding national reforms.67 In this context, the Libyan 
authorities’ tolerance toward migrant workers in irregular situations is 
primarily implicit.

The link between informal work and insecure working conditions is not 
straightforward. A key informant noted that even informal customary 
agreements, prevalent in the Libyan labour market and possessing 
significant moral obligations, can offer benefits and safeguards. However, 
these alternative means of protection seem to have diminished following the 
erosion of social cohesion and decline of customary practices since 2011.68

60  DCAF (2010) Law No. (19) of 2010 on combatting illegal immigration 
61  ICMPD (2020) Op. cit. 
62  EurAsylum & IOM (2015) Assessment of Priorities for the Development of Libya’s Migration Policy: A 
Strategic Vision
63  Key informant interview, Country director of an international NGO in Libya, January 2024
64  El Kamouni-Janssen, F. Nancy Ezzeddine & Harchaoui, J. (2019) From abuse to cohabitation: A way 
forward for positive migration governance in Libya
65  Libya Security Monitor (2023) GNU hosts conference on legal migration and employment
66  Libya News Agency (2023) Libya and Bangladesh sign a memorandum of understanding to facilitate 
procedures for expatriate workers
67  Key informant interview, Analyst at a UN agency Libyan country office, January 2024
68  Key informant interview, Economist and geographer – Migration governance advisor for Libya, January 2024

https://security-legislation.ly/latest-laws/law-no-19-of-2010-on-combatting-illegal-immigration/
https://www.icmpd.org/file/download/49405/file/ICMPD_The%2520Legal%2520Guide%2520for%2520Foreigners%2520in%2520Libya_EN.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/books/assessment-priorities-development-libyas-migration-policy-strategic-vision
https://publications.iom.int/books/assessment-priorities-development-libyas-migration-policy-strategic-vision
https://www.clingendael.org/publication/way-forward-positive-migration-governance-libya
https://www.clingendael.org/publication/way-forward-positive-migration-governance-libya
https://libyasecuritymonitor.com/gnu-hosts-conference-on-legal-migration-and-employment/
https://lana.gov.ly/post.php?lang=en&id=291772
https://lana.gov.ly/post.php?lang=en&id=291772
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2.4 Migrants’ perspectives: economic drivers of migration to and 
onward from Libya

This section focuses on quantitative data collected with migrants to explore 
the drivers of migration to and onward from Libya.

2.4.1 The role of economic factors in migration decision-making
Overall, the primary reasons given by respondents for leaving their country 
of origin were economic factors (77%), violence, insecurity and conflict 
(41%), and a prevailing culture of migration (39%).69 Among those who left 
due to economic reasons (n=244), almost three-quarters reported that they 
were not earning enough money in their job (73%) and/or that it was difficult 
to do business in their country of origin (71%) (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. What kind of economic reasons were a motive for you to 
leave? (among respondents who cited economic reasons to explain 
why they left their country of origin)
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69  Other reasons included deprivation of rights and freedoms (26%), barriers to access to services 
and corruption risks (24%), personal or family reasons (21%), and environmental stressors (2%).



29

Labour market challenges in migrants’ country of origin further explains 
the prevalence of these economic drivers of migration. Although more than 
two-thirds of all respondents (72%, n=227) indicated that they were making 
money in the 12 months prior to leaving their country of origin, 50% of this 
group had a job they considered “casual” or “occasional.” 

2.4.2 The economic reasons to stop in Libya
The predominant explanation provided by survey participants for stopping 
in Libya was economic, with 55% of all respondents seeking job opportu-
nities to finance their onward journey (see Figure 5). The economic factors 
for staying in Libya differ between those who made money while in Libya 
(n=243) and those who didn’t (n=74). Respondents who were making mo-
ney during their stay in Libya much more often specified income-generating 
activities to finance their onward journey (68% vs 11% (8/74) of those not 
making money). At the same time, waiting for money transfers to finance 
the next phase of their journey emerged as the most commonly reported 
explanation from respondents who were not earning money while  staying 
in Libya. A higher proportion of respondents who did not earn an income in 
Libya said they were waiting for a money transfer to finance their onward 
journey (32%, 24/74) as compared to those who did earn an income in Libya 
(24%) (see Figure 4).

Figure 4: Top 6 reasons for stopping in Libya70
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70  Other reasons included detention (18%), resting (15%), because smugglers stopped to recruit 
clients (9%), asylum application (8%), waiting for friends/relatives to catch up (8%), abandoned by 
smugglers (8%) and sickness/injury (3%).
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Financial needs were not the only reasons for stopping in Libya; logistical 
reasons also factored in. Such factors were the second and third most often 
cited reason to stop in Libya, with 36% of respondents waiting for a trans-
port solution and 32% looking for a smuggler to organize the next stretch of 
the journey (see Figure 5). Such considerations are inherent to the irregular 
nature of migration to/from Libya as the country is a major departure point 
along the Central Mediterranean Route where migrants need to stop to or-
ganize the next stretch of their journey.71  In turn, the logistical preparations 
increase the financial costs of migration for migrants72 and the likelihood 
that they will need to work to cover these costs,73 further underlining the 
central role of Libya in the circulation of money on migration journeys. 

Migration control measures further compound the financial constraints and 
costs associated with logistical factors. A quarter of all respondents said 
they had stayed in Libya because of obstacles related to immigration control 
(24%) (see Figure 4). According to a key informant, such deterrent measures 
also increase the likelihood and the financial costs of using a smuggler/faci-
litator along the route to ensure safe passage on controlled and securitized 
routes. Therefore, having to make several attempts to cross the sea but 
failing to reach the next stage of the journey because of interceptions and 
pullbacks is an additional reason why migrants would decide to work in or-
der to earn money and pay for another attempt.74 Indeed, for a quarter of all 
respondents, deterrent measures increase the cost of their journey as they 
were not able to move on but still needed to find resources to cover their 
needs, and also finance subsequent attempts to cross the Mediterranean 
into Europe.

2.4.3 Mobility expectations and economic aspirations after stopping in Libya
Economic factors played a less important role in respondents’ decision 
to leave Libya as their immediate need is to seek safety. Indeed, 63% of 
respondents said they left Libya for security reasons. Economic reasons 
were not as prominently expressed, with only 35% of respondents seeking 
better working conditions outside Libya and 22% seeking to earn more 
money.75 Respondents who had made money in Libya more often indicated 
economic reasons for leaving, with 41% seeking better working conditions 
(compared with 18% (13/74) of respondents who had not earned money in 
Libya).76 At times security concerns intersect with economic considerations; 
key informants also emphasized how the impact of political instability on 

71  Among all respondents, Libya was never cited as their intended final destination.
72  IOM (2023) IOM Libya Migrant Report Round 48. May-June 2023
73  Respondents who made money in Libya were over-represented among those who reported facing 
practical barriers to migration, accounting for 89% of those who reported seeking smugglers (n=103) 
and 81% of those who reported waiting for a transport solution (n=114) (compared to their 77% share in 
the overall sample).
74  Key informant interview, Economist and geographer – Migration governance advisor for Libya, 
January 2024
75  Other reasons included factors: Libya not being the intended destination (68%) and the desire to 
reunite with friends and family (20%); and other factors: loss of job (17%), access to services (15%), ac-
cumulation of debt in Libya (7%), inability to find a job (4%), especially one that matched their skills (5%).
76  Other economic reasons followed the same trend, with 25% of the respondents who made money in 
Libya that were seeking better wages (vs 12%, 9/74, for respondents who did not make money in Libya), 
23% having lost their job in Libya and 9% having accumulated debts there (vs 3%, 2/74). 

https://dtm.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl1461/files/reports/DTM_Libya_R48_Migrant_Report.pdf
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livelihoods and labour market conditions can drive migrants to a relatively 
safer country.77

A European or North American country was the preferred destination for 
95% of all respondents. Canada was the most frequently selected prefer-
red destination (cited by 18% of respondents), but European countries were 
preferred by 68% of all respondents, with France (10%), the United Kingdom 
(9%) and Germany (9%) being the most popular choices (see Table 2), fol-
lowed by Belgium (8%), Switzerland (4%) and Italy (4%). For those who did 
not mention Europe or North America, the intended destinations were Aus-
tralia (3%) and Gulf countries (1%). 
Economic aspirations are a primary reason for selecting a preferred desti-
nation (see Figure 5). Over three-quarters of respondents (78%) said they 
chose an intended destination because they expected to find better econo-
mic opportunities and/or generally enjoy a better standard of living (65%) 
there. Access to basic services was also a key reason for choosing an in-
tended destination (49%), including access to better medical care (for 37% 
of respondents) and/or education (35%).78 The desired economic benefits 
of migrating to a particular destination country reflect the primary role of 
the economic drivers that led respondents to migrate in the first place (see 
Section 2.3.1).

Figure 5. Reasons for selecting the intended destination79
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77  Key informant interview, Analyst at a UN agency Libyan country office, January 2024 ; Key informant 
interview, Economist and geographer – Migration governance advisor for Libya, January 2024 ; Key 
informant interview, Country director of an international NGO in Libya, January 2024 ; Key informant 
interview, Professor of geography and migration studies, January 2024
78  Other reasons included safety that comes from this choice (52%), perception of respect of human 
rights (49%) and chance to enjoy personal freedom (25%) in the intended destination, reunite with 
family (42%) and/or friends (29%) and/or the community from their culture (17%), perceived easier or 
faster access to asylum (26%), and/or nearness to their country of departure (1%).
79  Other response options included close to country of departure (1%) and other (1%).
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3. The economic situation of migrants while in Libya
Access to job opportunities and attractive wages in Libya are key factors 
influencing migrants’ decision to come to and/or transit through Libya. 
However, beyond the prospect of economic benefits, the reality of harsh 
working and living conditions and an unstable labour market tend to 
disappoint their expectations.

3.1 Access and barriers to the labour market
Employment plays a central role in the livelihood of migrants in Libya, but 
finding decent work can prove to be challenging.

3.1.1 Enablers of labour market access
Libya offers relatively quick access to the informal labour market for migrants 
seeking job opportunities. Of the respondents who earned money while in 
Libya (n=243), 61% were able to find a job within one month of arriving in 
the country and only 16% had to wait more than two months. This finding is 
consistent with the labour market needs for both qualified and manual workers 
and the relative ease of both entry into Libya and access to its labour market 
with quick and informal (see Sub-section 3.1.3) recruitment processes.80

Migrant community leaders, fellow nationals and other migrants played a 
key role in accessing stable job opportunities. For those respondents who 
were earning money, the most cited means of finding a job was through 
word of mouth on the part of their fellow nationals or other migrants (64%) 
(see Figure 6). In a context of highly informal and unregulated labour in-
termediation,81 key informants emphasized the role of migrant community 
leaders in facilitating contact between jobseekers and employers.82 Migrant 
jobseekers are thus directed to these community leaders to help them find 
a job, but also for support with things like finding accommodation, even be-
fore departing for Libya. More structured and organized traditional interme-
diaries play a less influential role in providing access to the labour market. 
Only 32% of the respondents who made money in Libya reported using a 
recruitment intermediary to find a job and 9% reported using a smuggler to 
facilitate access to job opportunities (see Figure 6). However, more struc-
tured and formal intermediation agencies often work with migrant commu-
nity leaders to help them find candidates when they receive a specific re-
quest from an employer.83  

80  Key informant interview, Economist and geographer – Migration governance advisor for Libya, January 2024
81  ILO & Impact Initiatives (2022) Op. cit
82  Community leaders could be described as former migrants who have settled in Libya and lived there 
for a long time, established a sustainable livelihood, learnt Arabic, and built a two-fold network with the 
host communities (e.g. Libyan recruiters and employers) and people from their own country of origin.
Key informant interview, Economist and geographer – Migration governance advisor for Libya, January 
2024
83  Key informant interview, Country director of an international NGO in Libya, January 2024

https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/@africa/@ro-abidjan/documents/publication/wcms_854341.pdf
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Furthermore, migrants’ own networks (either co-nationals, friends, relatives 
or simply between fellow migrants) provide access to information and job 
opportunities and serve as an informal form of labour intermediation. Those 
who were making money in Libya more often said they stopped in Libya 
because they wanted to stay with friends and/or relatives there (31%) than 
those who did not earn money in Libya (9%, 7/74), suggesting that those 
making money also had stronger social support networks, which may have 
assisted them in finding work. Key informants emphasized the importance 
of being well-connected to other migrants in order to access information 
about job opportunities, which is supported by the quantitative findings, as 
“word of mouth” between migrants was the main method used and reported 
by respondents to find a job (64%). The prevalence of support networks 
between migrant workers in the labour market also has the potential to en-
hance migrant workers’ ability to address other economic aspects of their 
migration journey, such as collectively overcoming financial constraints, 
such as sharing accommodation, sharing food expenditures, helping to pay 
for treatment in the event of a medical problem, etc.84

Migrant jobseekers also turn to more uncertain and less secure methods of 
finding work. Going to gathering places to meet employers was mentioned 
by almost half of respondents who were making money (46%) as their suc-
cessful strategy for finding a job (see Figure 6). These gathering places 
were described by key informants as public and informal spaces where mi-
grant jobseekers would stand and wait, sometimes for several hours, for a 
recruiter to come and hire them. While waiting, they would carry their own 
equipment in a visible manner so that recruiters in their sector of activity 
could easily identify them (e.g. screwdrivers or brushes). However, the jobs 
available to migrant jobseekers in these gathering places are mostly casual 
work opportunities, thus unstable and often very insecure. Indeed, migrant 
jobseekers may not receive information about the identity of their employer, 
the nature, pay and duration, and/or location of the job until they arrive at 
the workplace, i.e. after they have committed to work (see Section 3.3.2 for 
analysis on the risks that migrant jobseekers face in these public gathering 
places).85 

84  Key informant interview, Professor of geography and migration studies, January 2024
85  Key informant interview, Country director of an international NGO in Libya, January 2024
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Figure 6. How did you find a job in Libya?
(among respondents who made money in Libya)

In addition to receiving information about job opportunities from fellow na-
tionals and other migrants when in Libya, access to labour market informa-
tion at the pre-departure stage is also a key means of finding a job86 once in 
Libya. Indeed, the majority of respondents who made money in Libya (59%) 
had received information about job opportunities prior to their departure: 
from relatives or friends currently (39%) or previously (41%) in Libya; from a 
smuggler (18%); from social media (9%); and/or directly from an employer in 
Libya (6%). This again underscores the important enabling role of migrants’ 
own networks of compatriots and community leaders through which infor-
mation about job opportunities can circulate. Yet, more than a third (35%) 
of respondents who made money in Libya had not heard that Libya offered 
economic opportunities before arriving there. This information-related fac-
tor represents a potential delay or obstacle to their economic integration in 
Libya, and indeed a slightly higher proportion of this group took longer to 
find work there.87  

3.1.2 Barriers to accessing the labour market
Over a third (27/74) of respondents who did not earn money in Libya were 
not planning on staying in the country and thus did not look for employment 
(see Figure 7).  Indeed, 86% (64/74) of those not making money explained 
that they left Libya because it was not their intended destination, compared 

86  IOM (2015) Improving Access to Labour Market Information for Migrants and Employers
87  16/86 (19%) of the respondents who had not heard about any economic opportunities before arri-
ving in Libya found a job there after 3 months, compared to 10% of the broader subsample of migrants 
who made money in Libya.

https://publications.iom.int/books/improving-access-labour-market-information-migrants-and-employers
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with only 62% of the respondents who earned money in Libya. Likewise, 
they stayed in Libya for a relatively shorter period of time compared to the 
respondents who earned money in Libya.88 As highlighted by key informants, 
the chances of reaching Europe (i.e. Italy in most cases) when attempting to 
cross the sea are low, forcing migrants to try several times and/or to choose 
another transit country where the risks of crossing the sea are perceived to 
be lower and the chances of success higher.89

However, it remains unclear to what extent individuals not earning money 
were actively seeking job opportunities. The variety of reasons given by 
57/74 respondents for not earning money in Libya indicate that a large num-
ber of them would have worked if they could find opportunities (see Figure 7).

Figure 7. Why didn’t you make money during your stay in Libya?
(among respondents who did not make money in Libya)

A variety of different job search challenges (lack of available jobs, language 
barrier, etc.) were mentioned by respondents who did not make money in 
Libya (see Figure 7 above). Key informants stressed the role of language 
in finding a job, especially in some sectors that require contact with Libyan 
customers (e.g. in restaurants and cafés). Migrants from non-Arabic spea-
king countries would thus face greater challenges in finding a job.90 Another 
potential barrier to finding work is a dynamic of mistrust between employers 
and migrant jobseekers highlighted by one key informant. Often recruiters 
88  43% (32/74) spent only 3-4 months in Libya (compared with 26% of those who earned money 
there), and 40% (30/74) stayed more than 6 months in Libya (compared with 55% of those who made 
money in Libya). 
89  Key informant interview, Economist and geographer – Migration governance advisor for Libya, 
January 2024
90  Key informant interview, Country director of an international NGO in Libya, January 2024
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prefer to hire long-term workers and may hesitate to hire migrants for fear 
they will move on.91 

Safety concerns were also mentioned by 14/74 of the respondents who did 
not make money in Libya. Specifically, they feared arrest, which demons-
trates the negative impact of the criminalization of migrants highlighted in 
chapter 2. The specific risks that migrants face when seeking job opportu-
nities and/or in the workplace thus can act as a disincentive, discouraging 
them from finding income-generating activities, especially if they have to 
look for work in public and informal gathering places (e.g. cafés) that are 
known to be unsafe (see a more detailed analysis of the risks faced by job-
seekers and workers in sub-chapter 3.3).

Limited access to labour market information may also explain why some 
respondents did not earn money in Libya. Indeed, respondents who did not 
make money in Libya more often reported not having heard about economic 
opportunities before arriving.92 They also had limited knowledge of the cha-
racteristics of the Libyan labour market, such as discerning whether the jobs 
available matched their level of education and skills.93 This may be related 
to a lack of social supports due to weaker social capital and integration into 
migrant networks (see Section 3.1.1).

3.1.3 Unstable livelihood opportunities
In addition to the above-mentioned barriers to accessing the Libyan labour 
market, opportunities for decent94 stable work are limited.

Of the respondents who made money in Libya, three-quarters (76%) were 
casual or occasional workers.95 Women were slightly over-represented 
among casual / occasional workers, while they were slightly under-repre-
sented among respondents who held a regular paid job.96 Even within the 
sub-group of respondents with the more stable status of regular paid em-
ployment (28%, n=68), 19 out of 68 individuals had also engaged in casual 
or occasional work during their time in Libya. The limited number of inde-
pendent businesspeople among respondents earning money in Libya, inclu-
91  Key informant interview, Economist and geographer – Migration governance advisor for Libya, 
January 2024
92  60%, 44/74, compared with only 35% of those who made money in Libya.
93  66%, 49/74, compared with only 12% of those who earned money in Libya.
94  Accord to the International Labour Organization, decent work refers to “work that is productive 
and delivers a fair income, security in the workplace and social protection for all, better prospects for 
personal development and social integration, freedom for people to express their concerns, organize 
and participate in the decisions that affect their lives and equality of opportunity and treatment for all 
women and men.”
ILO, Decent work
95  Casual or occasional work refers to employment that is sporadic or not on a fixed schedule. It could 
include tasks or jobs that are performed on an as-needed basis, without a long-term commitment from 
either the employer or the worker.
96  Though subsamples are small and results should be interpreted carefully, women represented 24% 
of the respondents who earned money in Libya, 26% of casual/occasional workers (over-representation) 
and 11/68 (16%) of respondents who had a regular paid job (under-representation).

https://www.ilo.org/topics/decent-work
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ding 3% who were self-employed, 2% selling assets, and 1% working online 
(see Figure 8), aligns with the challenges presented by an underdeveloped 
private sector in the country.97 Additionally, it reflects the obstacles faced by 
migrants in obtaining a legal status that influences their capacity to formally 
register a company.

Figure 8. How did you make money in Libya?
(among respondents who earned money in Libya)  
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The majority of interviewed migrants who made money in Libya (n=243) did 
not have a formal employment contract, meaning that their livelihoods were 
insecure and uncertain. More than three-quarters of those making money 
(77%) held a verbal employment agreement while only 8% had a written 
contract.98 The informal and sporadic nature of migrant workers’ liveliho-
ods reflected here is a consequence of legal and policy frameworks that 
limit access to the formal labour market for migrants, leaving the majority in 
a precarious employment situation. This in turn can impede their ability to 
save and plan financially, and also to access insurance and social services 
usually provided through a formal employment contract.99

Overall, the sectors in which respondents reported working during their 
stay in Libya are predominantly manual, and considered unattractive by Li-
byans (see Chapter 2). Working in a café or restaurant (47%), construction 
(34%) and domestic work (31%) were the most frequently reported sectors 
of work while in Libya (see Figure 9). Given the above-mentioned sporadic 
nature of their job opportunities, a large proportion of those making money 
(42%) had done so in more than one sector. While migrant workers are filling 

97  ETF (2014) Labour Market and Employment Policy in Libya
98  14% didn’t have any agreement as they were self-employed and 1% had another type of 
employment agreement.
99  Key informant interview, Professor of geography and migration studies, January 2024

https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/m/01BE9A2F283BC6B2C1257D1E0041161A_Employment%20policies_Libya.pdf
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a clear gap in the Libyan labour market, employment in these sectors is also 
considered to be predominantly informal and irregular, with high turnover 
rates,100 which may be positive in terms of labour market flexibility (e.g. fin-
ding work quickly), but which also leads to the precarity described above.

Figure 9. What kind of sectors did you make money in during your 
stay in Libya? (among respondents who made money in Libya)
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The reported sectors in which respondents earned money varied by gen-
der. For women respondents the most common sectors of employment were 
domestic work (39/58) and work in a café/restaurant (34/58) while men pre-
dominantly worked in construction (44%) and cafés/restaurants (43%). Men 
comprised the overwhelming majority of respondents in several sectors: 
construction (82/83), agriculture (36/38) and the gardening sector (23/24) 
(see Figure 10). Meanwhile, there appeared to be less diversity in the nu-
mber of sectors of employment available to women migrant workers. Key 
informants highlighted gender dynamics of the Libyan labour market, where 
women’s employment is still taboo, leading women migrant workers to work 
in less visible sectors.101 Given this gendered division of labour, women are 
more likely to be disadvantaged in the country’s transition to a development 
and post-conflict context with more regular job opportunities opened up to 
men.102 

100  ETF (2014) Op. cit. 
101  Such as kitchens in restaurants and cafés, or domestic work
Key informant interview, Country director of an international NGO in Libya, January 2024
102  At the time of the interviews, the results show no particular evidence of greater restrictions on 
women’s access to the Libyan labour market, as the proportion of women among respondents earning 
money in Libya (24%) was the same as the overall representation of women in the general sample (23%).

https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/m/01BE9A2F283BC6B2C1257D1E0041161A_Employment%20policies_Libya.pdf
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Figure 10. What kind of sectors did you make money in during your stay 
in Libya (by gender)? (among respondents who made money in Libya)
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Although respondents who made money in Libya had a generally low level 
of education,103 it did not pose a barrier to their engagement in the Libyan 
labour market. Only 9% reported that their level of education was lower than 
what was required in the job they had. The majority of the respondents who 
made money in Libya (79%) said that their level of education matched the 
requirements of the Libyan labour market, with 30% indicating that the jobs 
available to them matched their level of education, 12% saying that it was 
at a similar level but in a different sector, and 37% saying that their level of 
education was higher than required. This may indicate that in the sectors of 
employment presented in Figures 9 and 10, the majority of the jobs available 
did not require formal qualifications. 
Women migrants who made money in Libya more often reported being 
overqualified for the jobs available to them. Indeed, among all women res-
pondents who earned money in Libya (n=58; n=185 for men), the proportion 
of women who had attained a level of education above secondary school 
(i.e. vocational training or university) (34%, 20/58) was higher than the same 
proportion for men (26%). The proportion of women migrants who earned 
money in Libya who reported having a level of education higher than the 
jobs offered (48%, 28/58) was also larger than the corresponding propor-
tion for men (33%). Given that there is less diversity in sectors available 
to women migrant job seekers, the most common sectors of employment 
for female respondents (domestic work and catering) are predominantly 
hands-on jobs, with no formal qualifications required.

103  A third (33%) of the respondents who earned money in Libya had less than secondary education.
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3.2 The precarious economic lives of migrants in Libya
Although Libya offers relatively quick access to the informal labour market 
for migrants seeking job opportunities, they faced other financial constraints 
related to the characteristics of their employment that limited their econo-
mic inclusion.

3.2.1 Precarious sources of income
The limited viability of their livelihoods in Libya is a primary aspect of the 
harsh economic conditions faced by migrant respondents who earned mo-
ney in Libya. The majority of these (75%) earned less than USD 500 per 
month (LYD 2,400), and only 24% had monthly incomes ranging from USD 
500 (LYD 2,400) to USD 2,000 (LYD 9,600) (see Figure 11). As most of these 
respondents (71%) earned wages in the informal sector that are above the 
Libyan minimum monthly income of USD 208 (LYD 1,000) for full-time em-
ployment, these income levels are not different from Libyan standards.104 
However, migrant workers in irregular situations face additional disadvan-
tages due to their lack of access to social benefits that are available to much 
of the large Libyan public-sector workforce. The majority of respondents 
also had an unpredictable and irregular source of income as they were pri-
marily making money through casual or occasional work (76%) in manual 
and low-skilled sectors characterized by a high turnover rate (see Section 
3.1.3). Therefore, respondents’ income levels likely fluctuated over time, 
with periods when they had lower incomes and therefore faced greater fi-
nancial constraints.

104  Comparison with the Libyan workers’ wages and overall livelihoods is limited. Indeed, availability 
and quality of statistics on the Libyan labour force are very limited due to a weak Libyan labour market 
information system. However, it is worth noting that the majority (estimated 70%) of Libyan workers are 
employed in the public sector. Workers in the public sector are considered to be underpaid, but they re-
ceive benefits (e.g. food stipend, subsidies to cover household costs of living, pension) and often hold a 
second job in the private sector or as a businessperson.
ETF (2014) Op. cit.

https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/m/01BE9A2F283BC6B2C1257D1E0041161A_Employment%20policies_Libya.pdf
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Figure 11. How much did you earn per month with this job?
(among respondents who made money in Libya)
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The income levels of half of interviewed migrants who earned money in 
Libya were insufficient to meet their basic needs. Almost half of respondents 
making money in Libya reported not earning enough money to cover their 
needs (48%), whereas only 20% indicated that they were making enough 
money (see Figure 12). A quarter (26%) of respondents who made money 
in Libya reported earning less than USD 200 (960 LYD) per month and 
may therefore have struggled to meet their basic needs, as the minimum 
expenditure basket was LYD 861.60 (USD 180) in November 2023.105 The 
jobs available to the migrant respondents who earned money in Libya were 
mainly in manual sectors and provided an unpredictable, relatively low and 
fluctuating source of income. Therefore, their jobs did not allow them to 
make a sustainable living, with women more affected.106 

105  The minimum expenditure basket is an indicator that measures the average monthly cost of 
essential necessities and is equivalent to a monetary poverty threshold.
WFP (2023) Libya Market Monitoring Report (November 2023)
106  Women were under-represented among respondents who reported earning enough money to meet 
their needs (n=50), accounting for only 8/50 (16%) of this group, compared to their 24% share in the 
wider sub-sample of migrant respondents who earned money in Libya (n=243).

https://reliefweb.int/report/libya/wfp-libya-market-monitoring-report-november-2023
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Figure 12. Did you make enough money to cover your needs while in 
Libya? (among respondents who made money in Libya)
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Interviewed migrants who earned money in Libya and had to take care of 
the needs of their household in addition to their own needs faced grea-
ter financial constraints. Out of all respondents who made money in Libya, 
63% were financially responsible for their household at the time of interview, 
either partly (31%) or fully (32%), and respondents who earned money in 
Libya and were financially responsible for their household less frequently 
reported earning enough money to cover their needs.107 

3.2.2 Lack of revenue and shrinking finances
The experience of acute financial hardship was more common among res-
pondents who did not earn money in Libya (n=74). More than half (57%, 
42/74) said they were not able to cover their needs while in Libya, with four 
in ten (41%, 30/74) strongly disagreeing with the statement that they could 
cover their needs.108 Though the sub-sample is limited, this may suggest 
that such financial constraints have delayed the migration plans of respon-
dents who did not earn money in Libya, and/or that they would have worked 
if they could. Indeed, over half of this group reported staying in Libya for 
more than five months (42/74), despite the fact that the majority (64/74) 
explained that they left the country because it was not their intended des-
tination and 27/74 stated that they did not look for a job there because they 
had not planned to stay in Libya (see Section 3.1.2.).

107  The share of respondents (56%) who indicated not earning enough money to meet their needs was 
higher among those who were either partly or fully financially responsible for their household (n=117) 
than among the wider sub-sample of respondents who made money in Libya (48%).
108  Those who had earned money in Libya (n=243) less often said they could not meet their needs 
(48%) in general and less often strongly disagreed that they could meet their needs (17%) as compared 
to those not earning money.
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Figure 13. Did you make enough money to cover your needs while in 
Libya? (among respondents who did not make money in Libya)
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3.2.3 Financial constraints
While more than half (55%) of respondents overall stopped in Libya to work 
and earn money for the next stretch of their journey, only a minority (13%) 
were able to save money in addition to covering their needs while in Libya. 
This trend also reflects the limited capacities of surveyed migrants to send 
remittances to their relatives, as only 25% of respondents were able to send 
money to people in their country of origin, mostly through mobile money 
transfer. Only a third (33%) of the respondents who made money in Libya 
were able to send money to people in their country of origin, mostly using a 
mobile phone provider or application to do so (54/81).109  

109  Other methods for sending money home included using returning migrants (23/81), through inter-
national contacts (15/81), through a bank transfer (6/81) and other (6/81).
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Figure 14. Did you make enough money to cover your needs and save 
while in Libya?
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The job opportunities available to respondents who made money in Libya 
did not allow the majority to save money in order to finance, for example, 
their onward migration plan. Even among those who made money in Libya, 
only 15% said they earned enough to cover their needs and save. While 
two-thirds (68%) of respondents who had a source of income in Libya stop-
ped there because they wanted to work to finance the next stretch of their 
journey (see Chapter 2), the relatively low and irregular wages available on 
the Libyan labour market alone did not allow them to cover high costs in 
Libya and achieve their goal. Therefore, migrant workers have to look for 
other sources of income, such as asking for or borrowing money from their 
support networks.110

Financial support from relatives and/or friends in their country of origin 
seemed to play a major role in the coping strategy of migrant respondents 
who did not make enough money to meet their needs.  Indeed, it was com-
mon for respondents to rely on money sent by people in their country of ori-
gin to cope with their difficult economic conditions, as indicated by 43% of 
those surveyed. Surprisingly, 47% of respondents who were making money 
in Libya also received money from people in their country of origin (com-
pared to 31%, 23/74, among respondents who did not earn money), most 
often through a mobile phone provider or application (58%) or a bank trans-
fer (49%).111 

110  Key informant interview, Country director of an international NGO in Libya, January 2024
111  Other methods for receiving money from home included using returning migrants (7%), through 
international contacts (10%), and others (23%). n=115.
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These stress factors were also reported by respondents who didn’t earn 
money. Only 6 of 74 respondents who did not earn money while in Libya 
reported that they were able to save money, and none sent remittances to 
their relatives or friends in their country of origin. On the contrary, a third 
of the respondents who did not earn money while in Libya (23/74) relied on 
money received from their family or friends in their country of origin, either 
to meet their needs in Libya and/or to finance their onward journey (see 
Section 2.3.2.). Although the majority (64/74) had not originally planned to 
stay in Libya, they may not have anticipated the high economic costs112 and 
other obstacles to continuing their migration journey onward from Libya, es-
pecially if they had to try several times to cross the sea following repeated 
unsuccessful attempts.113 

3.3 Protection concerns114

Migrant respondents who made money in Libya faced risky working condi-
tions, which add to the wider protection risks faced by the migrant commu-
nity in Libya.

3.3.1 Protection risks faced in Libya
4Mi findings underscore the harsh living conditions and human rights 
challenges for migrants in Libya outlined in the literature review (see Chap-
ter 2, section 2.2.2.).115 Of respondents overall, 75% felt that Libya was dan-
gerous (n=239). Among them, the most frequent risks perceived was physi-
cal violence (87%). After physical violence, bribery/extortion (69%), robbery 
(67%), non-physical violence (65%), detention (61%) and injury or illness 
due to harsh conditions (58%) were the most often cited perceived risks.116 
Perceptions of protection risks varied by gender. In general, women seemed 
to be at greater risk of non-physical violence, robbery and sexual violence,117 
while men reported more vulnerability to human trafficking and death.118 As 
a result of this dangerous environment, the most frequently reason given by 

112  E.g. rent and food costs are a large part of their budget 
Key informant interview, Analyst at a UN agency Libyan country office, January 2024
113  Key informant interview, Economist and geographer - Migration governance advisor for Libya, 
January 2024
114  The Danish Refugee Council’s definition of protection encompasses all activities aimed at ensuring 
full respect for the rights of the individual in accordance with the letter and the spirit of the relevant 
bodies of law, i.e. human rights law, international humanitarian law, and refugee law. In practice, 
protection interventions aim to protect people and communities from violence and/or the fear of 
violence, coercion, and deliberate deprivation.
115  See other MMC’s publications on protection risks faced by migrants in Libya.
MMC (2022), Refugees and migrants’ assistance needs and access to services in Libya
MMC (2021), The Impact of Covid19- on the EU’s Mediterranean Migration Policies: The Case of Libya
MMC (2019), What makes refugees and migrants vulnerable to detention in Libya? A microlevel study of 
the determinants of detention
116  Other perceived risks included death (44%), kidnapping (43%), and sexual violence (43%).
117  39/51 (76%) of women respondents felt exposed to non-physical violence, 39/51 (76%) felt ex-
posed to robbery, and 25/51 (49%) felt exposed to sexual violence, compared to 62%, 64% and 41% 
respectively for men.
118  65%, 47% and 46% of men felt exposed to the risk of detention, kidnapping and death respec-
tively, compared to 47% (24/51), 29% (15/51) and 39% (20/51) respectively for women.

https://mixedmigration.org/resource/4mi-snapshot-refugees-and-migrants-assistance-needs-and-access-to-services-in-libya/
https://mixedmigration.org/resource/impact-covid-eu-mediterranean-migration-policies-libya/
https://mixedmigration.org/resource/what-makes-refugees-and-migrants-vulnerable-to-detention-in-libya/
https://mixedmigration.org/resource/what-makes-refugees-and-migrants-vulnerable-to-detention-in-libya/
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all respondents (n=317) for leaving Libya was security concerns (63%, see 
Section 2.3.3.).

The profiles of potential perpetrators are very diverse, but host commu-
nities and non-state actors were the primary threat perceived by respon-
dents. Two-thirds (67%) of the respondents who reported being exposed 
to protection risks in Libya identified people from the local community as 
potential perpetrators. Criminal gangs (57%) and armed groups (50%) were 
the second and third most frequently identified potential perpetrators.119 In 
the Libyan context, these actors are recognized as the main agents involved 
in human trafficking, and they are thus more likely to be the perpetrators 
identified for kidnapping activities (as described above). Similarly, state se-
curity agencies120 are more likely to be associated with the risks of bribery 
and unlawful detention,121 as are local communities in the context of black-
mail and extortion practices.

While recognizing the positive role of support networks between migrants 
in facilitating access to the Libyan labour market and in other aspects of 
social life in Libya (see Section 3.1.1.), it appeared that other migrants could 
also be perpetrators of harmful acts. Indeed, 17% of respondents who per-
ceived protection risks in Libya indicated that their potential perpetrator was 
a member of the migrant community. In that regard, key informants shared 
a more nuanced description of the role of migrant community leaders, going 
beyond the assistance they might provide to migrants (e.g. as connectors to 
employers) and highlighting the involvement of some of them in smuggling 
networks and human trafficking activities.122

While access to job opportunities might provide some limited financial se-
curity, it does not improve protection from harm. Two-thirds (66%) of mi-
grant respondents who made money in Libya (n=243) indicated that they 
decided to leave the country for security reasons, suggesting that they ex-
perienced and/or perceived greater protection risks while in Libya than res-
pondents who did not earn money there (53%, 39/74).

3.3.2 Working conditions and protection risks faced in the workplace
The majority of respondents who earned money in Libya (n=243) were dis-
satisfied with their working conditions. Most respondents (83%) estimated 
that they had been taken advantage of, exploited and/or abused while wor-
king in Libya, whereas only 17% considered their working conditions to be 
fair and decent. These quantitative findings support the general description 
given by key informants of risky and exploitative working conditions for mi-
grants in the Libyan informal labour market. 

119  Other potential perpetrators included the military/police (46%), immigration officials (24%), smug-
glers (22%), other migrants (17%) and family members (3%).
120  The military/police and immigration officials are ranked fourth and fifth respectively in the list of 
potential perpetrators.
121  OHCHR (2016), Op. cit.
122  Key informant interview, Country director of an international NGO in Libya, January 2024

https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Countries/LY/DetainedAndDehumanised_en.pdf
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Perceptions of unfair and inadequate working conditions were shaped by 
a range of incidents experienced by more than two-thirds of migrants at 
work. The main reported experienced incidents in the workplace included 
employers not paying wages on time (66%) and verbal abuse (60%). They 
were followed by the lack of job security (49%), physical abuse (42%), em-
ployers not paying wages at all (39%) and dangerous working conditions 
(38%). Women respondents who made money in Libya were more affected 
by incidents related to job insecurity, sexual exploitation, and verbal abuse, 
while men were more affected by the risk of being arrested at work.123 

Figure 15. What incidents did you experience while you were working 
in Libya? (among respondents who made money in Libya)
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Almost all respondents (92%) who earned money in Libya did not have a 
written and formal work contract and therefore had no protection against 
these risks of exploitation and abuse (see Section 3.1.3). Even when mi-
grant workers hold a written contract (8% of the sub-sample), this does not 
necessarily mean that they are aware of their rights and the mediation and 
grievance mechanisms available to them, that they trust these mechanisms 
and use them,124 or that these mechanisms would have been effectively en-
forced if they had been used.125 According to key informants, some embas-
sies in Libya are proactive in assisting their nationals to obtain the necessary 
documents to apply for a work permit, but only a minority of migrants are 

123  Of the women respondents who earned money in Libya (n=58), 60% (35/58) reported having expe-
rienced job insecurity (vs 45% for men), 29% (17/58) reported having faced sexual exploitation (vs 2%), 
and 74% (43/58) reported having faced verbal abuse (vs 56%). Of the male respondents who earned 
money in Libya (n=185), 16% reported having faced the risk of being arrested at work (vs 9%, 5/58, for 
women).
124 ILO & Impact Initiatives (2022) Op. cit.
125  Key informant interview, Economist and geographer – Migration governance advisor for Libya, 
January 2024

https://repository.impact-initiatives.org/document/reach/d6eec67d/REACH_LBY_Report_Labour-Markets-Access-for-Migrants-in-Libya-and-the-Impact-of-COVID-19_July-2021_Final_for_publicaton_v4.pdf
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able to benefit from such assistance.126 Moreover, the link between informal 
work and protection risks is not straightforward. Indeed, a key informant 
recalled that even unwritten customary agreements, which are a common 
feature of the Libyan informal labour market and hold a strong moral bin-
ding character, can provide guarantees and protection. Yet, these alterna-
tive sources of protection appear to have eroded since the erosion of social 
cohesion and the decline of customary practices after 2011.127

Job insecurity and wage theft are the most common types of workplace 
incidents reported by respondents.128 Job insecurity is consistent with the 
most frequently reported type of employment (casual and occasional) and 
the lack of a written contract reported by the vast majority of respondents 
(see Section 3.1.3).129 Vulnerability to wage theft and arbitrary dismissal is 
a function of the informal context of the Libyan labour market and the ab-
sence of codified rules that employers would be obliged to follow. It is also 
a function of the irregular status that migrant workers find themselves in, as 
they are also vulnerable to blackmail by their employer, who may threaten to 
report them to the authorities if, for example, they make wage claims.130

Verbal and physical abuse is a relatively common protection risk faced by 
migrants in the workplace in Libya. Key informants noted that verbal abuse 
and harassment pertaining to race are more likely to affect sub-Saharan 
migrants. This may be a legacy of the historical background of relations 
between Libyans and sub-Saharan nationals,131 as well as related to their 
status if they entered Libya irregularly.132 They may also interact with social 
factors, as racial abuse appears to often be linked to Libyans’ negative per-
ceptions of the low skilled/manual jobs often performed by migrant workers. 

Nearly a third of women who made money in Libya (17/58) reported expe-
riencing sexual exploitation or abuse in the workplace. The hidden nature 
of domestic work, a sector in which women respondents more frequently  
worked, makes them more vulnerable133 to sexual exploitation.134 This risk 

126  Key informant interview, Country director of an international NGO in Libya, January 2024
127  Key informant interview, Economist and geographer – Migration governance advisor for Libya, 
January 2024
128  Three response options that relate to job and income insecurity are among the top five responses 
given by migrant respondents who made money in Libya.
129  For example, migrants who had a casual and occasional work were over-represented among res-
pondents who experienced employers not paying them at all (accounting for 90%, 83/92) compared to 
their proportion (76%) in the subsample of migrants who earned money in Libya (n=243).
130  Key informant interview, Country director of an international NGO in Libya, January 2024
131  The prejudice against sub-Saharan Africans in Libyan society has deep roots in a long history of slavery. 
Despite being officially abolished in 1853, it persisted throughout the twentieth century and can still be 
linked to nowadays forced labour practices in detention centres.
UN News Centre (2017), African migrants reportedly being sold in ‘slave markets’ in Libya, UN agency warns
132  Key informant interview, Economist and geographer – Migration governance advisor for Libya, 
January 2024
133  OHCHR (2015), Behind closed doors. Protecting and promoting the human rights of migrant 
domestic workers in an irregular situation
134  Though the subset is small and should be interpreted carefully, migrants who did a domestic 
work were over-represented among respondents who experienced sexual exploitation in the workplace 
(accounting for 80%, 16/20, of them) compared to their proportion in the subsample of migrants who 
earned money in Libya (31%; n=243).

https://refugeesmigrants.un.org/fr/node/100043193
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Publications/Behind_closed_doors_HR_PUB_15_4_EN.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Publications/Behind_closed_doors_HR_PUB_15_4_EN.pdf
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is exacerbated by the fact that domestic work takes place in the private 
sphere, with workers often staying in the employer’s home, while such situa-
tions often happen in isolation. 

Dangerous working conditions vary greatly between sectors, but construc-
tion workers appeared to be more affected by occupational accidents.135 A 
key informant emphasized that the safety of migrant construction workers is 
a function of how much responsibility their employer decides to take to en-
sure a decent working environment and provide necessary safeguards. Most 
choose not to take these measures. Some employers are more concerned 
about the safety of their workers and pay for regular medical visits, pro-
vide safety equipment, and may even help in finding accommodation and 
contribute to food costs. Nevertheless, these measures are often motivated 
by employers’ economic interests in retaining a specialized workforce, and 
many migrants do not have such specialized skills.136

Experienced by 14% of the respondents who made money in Libya, key 
informants highlighted that being arrested while at work is one of the most 
extreme and feared risks. While the authorities implicitly recognise and to-
lerate the contribution of migrant workers to the Libyan economy and labour 
market, arbitrary arrests and detentions are sporadic and unpredictable. 
One of the places they occur is in the public and informal gathering places 
where casual migrant jobseekers openly wait for a recruiter to hire them.137 
Because of the risks of arrest138 and detention, migrant jobseekers tend to 
avoid these public places of recruitment if they can, but poorly connected 
workers who are not specialized in a specific sector have very few alterna-
tives, while more qualified workers would use this option as a last resort, for 
instance if they lost their previous job.139 As more than three-quarters (76%) 
of respondents who earned money in Libya found a job in a public and in-
formal gathering place, this suggests that they had very few alternatives to 
seek job opportunities through safer channels. 

Combined with the risk of arrest and detention, potential extortion by em-
ployers and non-state actors may lead to greater vulnerability to human 
trafficking. A key informant described practices of human trafficking and 
forced labour in which employers confiscated migrant workers’ passports 
and threatened to report them to the authorities, and then forced them to 
work.140 Again, migrant jobseekers in public recruitment spaces may be 

135  Migrants who worked in the construction sector were over-represented among respondents who 
experienced physical harm in the workplace (accounting for 49%, 45/92, of them) compared to their 
proportion in the subsample of migrants who earned money in Libya (34%).
136  Key informant interview, Country director of an international NGO in Libya, January 2024
137  Though the subset is small and should be interpreted carefully, migrants who found a job in gathe-
ring places were over-represented among respondents who were arrested while at work (accounting 
for 56%, 19/34) compared to their proportion in the subsample of migrants who earned money in Libya 
(46%).
138  Under the law, employers are also exposed to the risk of prosecution if they employ migrants 
without providing an employment contract.
139  Key informant interview, Country director of an international NGO in Libya, January 2024
140  Key informant interview, Country director of an international NGO in Libya, January 2024
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more likely to be affected by this risk. The impersonal and uncertain nature 
of the recruitment process in these public gathering spaces described in 
Section 3.1.1. exacerbates this risk. As a preventive measure, migrants would 
thus keep a low profile and avoid going to public places where the risk of 
being arrested or kidnapped is higher, or they would organize themselves 
with other migrants to appoint a person responsible for going to the shops, 
for example, on behalf of the whole community.141

141  Key informant interview, Professor of geography and migration studies, January 2024
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Conclusion and recommendations
Conclusion
Understanding the economic factors influencing migration decisions is 
crucial. Many individuals embark on migratory journeys due to economic 
hardships in their home countries, and, for many, Libya is a major corridor on 
their way to their preferred destination (mostly in Europe). For many, Libya 
is an important place to stop and earn money for journeys onward, as it is 
known to provide economic opportunities. However, despite many migrants 
being able to access the labour market, few appear to make the money they 
need to meet their immediate needs or save. Furthermore, the majority are 
often met with harsh realities including insecurity and exploitation. 

Access to informal job opportunities in the labour market is a fundamental 
aspect that shapes the economic conditions for migrants in Libya. A large 
portion of jobs are informal, with the majority of respondents engaging in 
work without written agreements. Casual and daily job opportunities were 
the norm for respondents earning money, underscoring the temporary and 
unstable nature of employment for many migrants. Gender plays a pivotal 
role in determining job sectors, with men more represented in construction, 
and women more frequently engaged in domestic work. Factors enabling 
access to the labour market include access to information, providing mi-
grants with insights into job opportunities and requirements. The support 
network comprising co-nationals, community leaders, and fellow migrants 
plays a vital role in assisting newcomers to understand and integrate into the 
labour market. However, the inherent insecurity of the Libyan labour market 
is a critical impediment, creating an unpredictable environment for job see-
kers. Furthermore, barriers extend beyond market dynamics to encompass 
(for a minority of respondents) language barriers and skills mismatches with 
available jobs, posing additional obstacles for those seeking to participate 
in the Libyan workforce.

Migrants in Libya grapple with precarious livelihoods shaped by unstable 
and insecure jobs available to them and financial constraints. In terms of 
financial constraints, half of the respondents who made money in Libya 
struggled to meet their basic needs, which reflects the precariousness of 
the jobs available to them. Notably, a substantial number of respondents 
who made money in Libya relied on financial support from relatives in their 
home countries, with a smaller proportion able to send remittances back 
home.

There are substantial protection concerns for migrants in Libya, and those 
who find employment face supplementary risks in the workplace. Work-
place challenges compound their precarious situation, with income inse-
curity prevailing as employers often fail to pay wages on time or, in some 
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cases, not at all. Job insecurity adds another layer of risk, as individuals face 
the constant threat of losing their employment. Verbal and physical abuse, 
including instances of sexual exploitation, further highlight the vulnerability 
of migrant workers, especially those in casual employment seeking oppor-
tunities in public and informal gathering places. The overall insecurity faced 
by migrants in Libya is a challenge that drives some to ultimately leave the 
country in search of safer and more stable environments.

Recommendations
The findings of the study inform policy and programmatic responses aiming 
at enhancing the economic prospects and protection for migrants in Libya.

Libyan migration governance actors (Libyan authorities, civil society 
and private sector): 
While there is growing recognition of the contribution of migrant workers 
to the Libyan economy, the general criminalization of their situation is un-
likely to change given the overall unstable security and political context. 
However, the following actions can contribute to improve the livelihood of 
migrants.

▶ Facilitate an inclusive dialogue on amending the existing legislation that 
criminalizes migration. 

▶ Improve coordination between socio-economic ministries and security 
actors to reach a common understanding of the contribution of labour 
migrants to the Libyan economy and the negative impact of their crimi-
nalization.

▶ Explore options to improve the regulation and security of public and in-
formal gathering places where employers recruit casual migrant workers. 

▶ Increase ongoing efforts leading to the adoption of bilateral agreements 
between Libya and the countries of origin of migrants that facilitate their 
regular employment in the local labour market, and include provisions for 
access to social security and the prevention of exploitation.

▶ Improve access to information on job opportunities in multiple languages 
(English, French and Arabic) through different channels (online, but also 
through human networks).

▶ Include migrants, as well as their community leaders, in both migration 
governance dialogues and national employment reform processes.

▶ Involve the private sector in migration governance platforms to highlight 
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their economic benefits and their responsibility to provide a safe environ-
ment and work permits for labour migrants.

▶ Engage Libyan trade unions and civil society organisations in migration 
governance and shaping regulations related to migrants to ensure fair 
wages and basic protection for labour migrants in Libya. 

▶ Conduct further research on customary protection measures in the Li-
byan labour market, and explore ways to promote their adoption by em-
ployers for the benefit of refugee and migrant workers. 

Although underdeveloped in the broader Libyan informal economy and 
labour market, the role and responsibility of the private sector in addressing 
the working conditions of migrants aligns with its economic interest in 
retaining a dynamic workforce that fill the gap of manual jobseekers.

▶ Assist migrant workers in obtaining the legal documentation needed to 
apply for a work permit.

▶ Provide a safe environment for migrant workers, especially in the 
construction sector (e.g. safety equipment).

▶ Organize regular medical visits, including through mobile units, for re-
fugee and migrant workers and facilitate their access to health care.

Foreign donors and global governance stakeholders
As international actors shift foreign assistance towards development and 
reconstruction, the assistance needs of migrants should not be left behind 
in Libya’s post-conflict context.

▶ Continue to provide funding for humanitarian and protection responses 
to the needs of migrants, alongside wider development and reconstruc-
tion assistance to Libya.

▶ Increase funding that address migrants’ protection needs, as well as their 
share in the general migration governance funding. 

▶ Incentivise the regular integration of migrants into the Libyan labour mar-
ket by including them as a target population in broader socio-economic 
development funding initiatives and by adding legal aid and services pro-
grams to such funding.

▶ Increase advocacy efforts with the Libyan authorities on access to mi-
grants in vulnerable situations, particularly those in detention centres.
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Humanitarian and protection actors

Given the multiple constraints on humanitarian access in Libya, the 
population of migrant workers, who face specific protection risks that 
often go unnoticed, is at risk of being left behind.

▶ Integrate Mental Health and Psychological Support (MHPSS) interven-
tions with other protection responses targeting migrants in order to as-
sist victims of human trafficking and other forms of verbal and physical 
abuse.

▶ Work with migrant community leaders to identify channels of access to 
vulnerable refugee and migrant workers, particularly women working in 
the domestic sector.

▶ Develop mobile units and other solutions that enable practitioners to 
overcome access constraints for the provision of assistance to vulne-
rable casual refugee and migrant workers in public and informal gathe-
ring places. 

▶ Provide information to migrants on application processes for work per-
mits and facilitate contact with their embassies to help them obtain mis-
sing documents usually issued by their country of origin.

▶ Engage in dialogue with employers to raise awareness of the economic 
benefits (e.g. workers retention) of providing a safe working environment 
and work permits for labour migrants.

Foreign embassies in Libya

Weak relationships between migrants in irregular situations and the 
embassies of their country of origin prevent them from taking advantage 
of opportunities in their efforts to obtain a work and residence permit.

▶ Strengthen cooperation with the Libyan authorities with a view to adop-
ting bilateral agreements facilitating safe employment procedures for 
their nationals.

▶ Engage in dialogue with nationals living in Libya (regardless of their legal 
status in Libya) to understand their needs for safe access to the Libyan 
labour market and provide information on the requirements for applying 
for work permits.

▶ Improve support, through flexible and digital solutions, to their nationals 
seeking a legal document from their country of origin when applying for 
a Libyan work permit.
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