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Libyan civil society is split
on the need for a law:
some see it as offering
clarity and protection, oth-
ers fear it may be restric-
tive. There is increasing
advocacy for legislation
aligned with international
human rights standards
to safeguard activists and
CSOs

%

Libyan (CSOs, especially
women-led ones, face
widespread threats from
state and non-state actors
in a legal vacuum, leaving
them vulnerable to ha-
rassment, violence, and
closures

%

International NGOs and
UN agencies are crucial in
supporting Libyan CSOs.
Strengthening their alli-
ance is key to building a
transparent  regulatory
framework and enabling
collective advocacy for
civil society in Libya
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INTRODUCTION

In March 2023, a legal opinion deeming decrees and reg-
ulations regulating the civic space null and void took Lib-
yan civil society by surprise and was met with diverging
responses. The CIVICUS report' hailed the move to reduce
regulations as an improvement to the civic space, boost-
ing Libya's rating on the civic scale. However, civil socie-
ty organisations were more sceptical about the extent to
which this development would change the reality on the
ground. As a result, calls to adopt a Civil Society Organi-
sation (CSO) law in Libya have resurfaced, leaving civil so-
ciety divided between those keen to push for such a law
and those who fear a new law would only mean more
restrictions and regulations.

This paper explores the diverging views of civil society
organisations in Libya, those in favour of regulation and
those against, as well as a few that fall somewhere in be-
tween.

To put the different views in context, the paper will briefly
explore the current state of CSO regulations in Libya — and
the factors preventing the promulgation of a CSO law. It
will then examine the spectrum of different arguments,
from regulation to deregulation, explaining how different
CSOs, including community-based organisations (CBOs)
and women-led CSOs, are affected differently by the cur-
rent legal ambiguity.

In drafting this paper, eight different CSO leaders were
interviewed. The CSOs were selected to ensure diversity,
taking into consideration region, gender, area of focus and
organisational capacity. Five of the eight interviewees were
women, four of which were at the helm of women-led
or women'’s CSOs and CBOs. Two interviewees managed
community-based organisations. The CSOs whose leaders
we interviewed were largely based in different regions,
one in the west of the country, two in the south, two in
the east and three located outside Libya. Six of the eight
CSOs had participated in advocacy for the CSO law at
some point in the past few years.

1 CIVICUS Monitor, 2023, “Tactics of Repression”, https://monitor.
civicus.org/globalfindings_2023/.

FRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG - TOWARD A CSO LAW IN LIBYA


https://monitor.civicus.org/globalfindings_2023/
https://monitor.civicus.org/globalfindings_2023/
https://monitor.civicus.org/globalfindings_2023/

NAVIGATING CHALLENGES AND DIVERGING OPINIONS

THE CSO LAW DILEMMA

To understand the dilemma surrounding the different laws,
regulations, decisions or decrees which currently regulate
CSOs and their activities, we must also grasp the layers
of legal complexity and ambiguity that have accumulated
over the years, created by the different laws promulgated
before and after 2011.

Libya is a signatory to most international human rights in-
struments?, including the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (ICCPR) and its first Optional Proto-
col, allowing Libyans to submit complaints with regards
to human rights violations directly to the Human Rights
Committee. The ICCPR establishes the main political free-
doms of expression, association and peaceful assembly,
and a subsequent report by the UN Special Rapporteur on
the Freedom of Assembly and Association sets down the
main criteria for legislation on the freedom of association.
Legally, international law takes precedence over nation-
al legislation, as established in 2013 by a constitutional
appeal decision® and by the Libyan state’s reports to the
UN. However, in practice, international law is not applied
in Libyan courts, making it impossible to resort to Libya’s
international obligations to ensure an open civic space
and freedom of association. However, as we will see in
the statements made by CSO representatives below, many
CSOs still see the ICCPR as one of the main legal instru-
ments protecting Libya’s civic space.

Prior to 2011, CSOs were regulated by the repressive Law
19, passed in 2001, which restricts the work of CSOs to
just a few sectors, grants the executive broad, unchecked
authority to limit suspend or dissolve any CSOs, and sets
down a burdensome registration process. In fact, the hu-
man rights group Front Line Defenders reported that in
2015, only 22 organisations were registered under Law
19.In 2011, the civic space saw significant changes, with
greater freedoms boosting the number of CSOs being es-
tablished in Libya. However, this is also when the legal am-
biguity regarding CSO regulation began.

2 Human Rights Watch, 2006, “XIll Libya and International Human
Rights Law”, in Libya: Words to Deeds: The Urgent Need for Hu-
man Rights Reform, January 2006, www.hrw.org/reports/2006/
libya0106/13.htm#_ftn190

3 Constitutional appeal 57/01 of 2013, commentary found in: “New
Law Urgently Required to Protect Freedom of Association Libya:
Nothing Can Be Gained by Turning Back to Gaddafi-Era Law”,
Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies (CIHRS), 25 March 2023,
https://cihrs.org/the-right-to-organize-and-form-associations-in-lib-
ya/?lang=en.

The constitutional declaration of 2012 guaranteed free-
dom of association for CSOs and called on the legislature
to promulgate a CSO law, something which has still not
taken place to this day. The Transitional Justice Law (Law
29) of 2013 explicitly stated that any repressive law prom-
ulgated during the Gaddafi era shall be deemed null and
void. It was assumed by most legal practitioners and pol-
iticians that this would also apply to Law 19, passed in
2001, both because the law runs counter to the rights
to association enshrined in the Constitutional Declaration,
and because it was considered a repressive law promulgat-
ed by the Gaddafi regime for the purposes of the afore-
mentioned Transitional Justice Law. In fact, a CSO law was
discussed by the former Libyan parliament, the General
National Congress (GNC) in 2012, but parliamentarians
were unable to reach an agreement on the wording and
no CSO law was promulgated.

As CSOs continued to grow in number, resources and in-
fluence, the Presidential Council endeavoured to regulate
CSOs through a series of executive decrees in 2016, 2018
and 2019, which increased oversight of CSOs, limiting
their powers and increasing those of the newly established
Commission of Civil Society (CCS). The CCS was given the
role of ‘policing’ CSOs, which were burdened with lengthy
processes of registration and re-registration and a duty to
report all activities to the CCS. Amidst numerous ongoing
conflicts in Libya and an institutional division between the
east and west of the country, the CCS also split in 2016,
with one part of the Commission located in Tripoli and the
other in Benghazi, creating even more division between
the CSOs based in the east and those based in the west.

Over the years, there were numerous attempts to advocate
for a CSO law, with several drafts being presented to the
elected House of Representatives (HoR)* — some drafted
by CSO coalitions and others by government and other
non-government agencies. The legal dilemmas resurfaced
in 2023, when the CCS asked the Law Department of the
Supreme Judicial Council a question regarding a legal is-
sue, only to be surprised when the department sent them a
legal opinion deeming all the decrees and regulations reg-
ulating the work of CSOs in Libya null and void, suggesting
that the executive had usurped the power of the legislature
by taking on the role of regulating CSOs in Libya.

4 The House of Representatives is the legislative body of Libya. It was
elected in 2014 to succeed the GNC and continues to be the main
legislative authority. The HoR has been based in the east since the
country was divided in 2014.



The legal opinion suggested that the applicable law was
now Law 19, passed in 2001. This was challenged by le-
gal practitioners, local and regional legal CSOs®, who stat-
ed that Law 19 had already been nullified by the Con-
stitutional Declaration and the Transitional Justice Law of
2012. The legal opinion published in March 2023 created
much uncertainty between different authorities in Libya,
resulting in the Prime Minister's Office issuing a number
of decisions in an attempt to replace the previous decrees
that have now been revoked. Several CSOs have chal-
lenged the decisions of the executive body in court, high-
lighting that the executive is once again usurping powers
given to the HoR by the Constitutional Declaration. The
HoR also proposed a revised version of Law 19 of 2001,
which was widely rejected by civil society® and heavily crit-
icised by the international community. The amendments
failed to tackle most of the problematic clauses in Law 19,
and added an extra layer of bureaucracy by giving the HoR
the prerogative to register, dissolve and liquidate CSOs.
Most CSOs continued to argue that an amendment to Law
19 was not enough, as the law was promulgated with a
repressive mindset. Since then, no law has been adopted
and a state of legal ambiguity prevails, allowing different
political and security actors become involved in regulating
the civic space.

5 Joint statement by 22 organisations, Libyan organisations call on au-
thorities to stop draconian laws and civil society crackdown, 2023,
https://www.libyanjustice.org/news/libyan-organisations-call-on-au-
thorities-to-stop-draconian-laws-and-civil-society-crackdown

6 Cairo Institute of Human Rights Studies, 2023, “Libya: Amendment
to draconian Law 19/2001 on civil society offers no solution”,
https://cihrs.org/libya-amendment-to-draconian-law-19-2001-on-civ-
il-society-offers-no-solution/?lang=en
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NAVIGATING CHALLENGES AND DIVERGING OPINIONS

A CSO LAW FOR LIBYA

To understand the different points of view regarding the
regulation of CSOs in Libya, it is essential to also grasp the
different factors that have contributed to the reluctance of
the parliament to promulgate a law, despite the fact that
several drafts have been proposed.

The deep political division between the east and west
has created a gridlock in terms of legislation, crippling
the parliament and resulting in prolonged shrinkage of
the civic space beginning in March 2023.7 Interviewees
pointed out the HoR’s inefficiency, dysfunctional internal
law-making processes and the lack of a clear motive to
establish a legislative framework for CSOs, claiming that
‘the political deadlock created no interest for HoR mem-
bers to discuss the law’. That being said, other interview-
ees noted that a minimum level of law-making was still
taking place — with a law on trade unions and another
criminalising witchcraft and sorcery recently being passed.
They argue that other contributing factors are responsible
for the deliberate delay in drafting a legislative framework
for civil society, including the lack of trust between the
HoR and CSOs, the deteriorating civic space and Libya’s
fragmented civil society.

Lack of trust between the political class, especially the
HoR and CSOs, has made it difficult to drive the process
of promulgating a CSO law that includes and engages civ-
ic actors. One interviewee pointed out that it is the duty
of the HoR to use its internal legislative mechanisms and
tools to consult with CSOs and engage them, but also
recognises that CSOs must do their part to build bridges
of trust. The prevailing mutual distrust meant CSOs were
sceptical of the HoR's efforts, fearing that any law promul-
gated by this HoR could only be restrictive and repressive.
On the other hand, interviewees emphasised that the HoR
sees CSOs as a threat and prioritises self-preservation for
‘fear of empowering CSOs and having a regulated third
power that oversees and monitors their work'. Therefore,
a chaotic civic space could be a better outcome for those
in power, so they are not held accountable for their op-
pressive verdicts. Similarly, some CSOs would argue that
an ambiguous regulatory framework is better for civil soci-
ety than a repressive one.

7 Human Rights Watch, 2023, “Libya Crackdown on Non-Govern-
mental Groups”, https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/04/18/libya-crack-
down-nongovernmental-groups

Both the executive and legislative authorities, along with
domestic security forces and armed groups, have been
actively hindering the work of CSOs and activists. The
closure of the civic space through both formal and in-
formal practices has made it difficult to hold constructive
discussions about a CSO law. Indeed, interviewees in the
southern region described the multiple layers of approvals
and administrative hurdles they face, making it difficult
for them to operate efficiently. Civil society organisations
face a harsh environment on multiple fronts. Restrictive
practices implemented by the CCS and authorities which
mirror Gaddafi-era policies further complicate the regis-
tration and daily operations of CSOs, while registration,
visa and financial restrictions further inhibit both interna-
tional and local non-governmental organisations (NGOs).
The shrinking civic space has limited opportunities for
advocacy and coordination with local and international
actors. Further, one interviewee explained that the obsta-
cles faced by CSOs have resulted in them preferring to
advocate for more immediate over long-term legislative
changes, weakening efforts aimed at long-term and joint
advocacy for a CSO law.

The fragmentation within civil society in Libya, and
the lack of a united voice and front has made it difficult
to reach an agreement on one of the multiple competing
drafts CSO laws. Two interviewees outlined how the lack
of agreement is being instrumentalised by the HoR to dis-
credit CSOs, and to argue that civil society is too weak
and fragmented to have broad freedoms and must there-
fore be controlled. An interviewee proposed a unified ap-
proach among CSOs for advocacy, yet asserted that a sin-
gular legislative draft was not imperative. The HOR should
engage in consultations with diverse actors, encompassing
the HCS, to examine submitted laws and determine the
most appropriate ones for adoption. That said, all CSOs
acknowledged that a lack of cohesion diminishes the civil
society’s negotiating capacity with the HOR or other rele-
vant authorities.


https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/04/18/libya-crackdown-nongovernmental-groups
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/04/18/libya-crackdown-nongovernmental-groups

CURRENT SITUATION

The factors discussed above have resulted in diverging
views among CSOs regarding the need to promulgate a
CSO law in the current context.

Five of the eight individuals we interviewed agreed that it
was critical to promulgate a CSO law as soon as possible.
This included all the representatives of women-led CSOs,
as well as both of the CBO representatives we spoke to.
Interviewees highlight the urgent need for more trans-
parent processes (e.g. clear registration processes and
funding regulations), as well as protection from arbitrary
government interference. The most common argument is
that a CSO law, albeit potentially more restrictive, would
provide CSOs with recognition and clear processes and
would ensure a clearer understanding of how CSOs should
be governed in the Libyan context. One interviewee ac-
knowledged that having a law does not mean it will be
enforced, and that government and security actors might
not abide by that law. However, the same interviewee ar-
gued that a CSO law would mitigate the harassment of
CSOs and activists, especially women. They also suggest-
ed that while the HoR has recently promulgated restrictive
laws, collective CSO advocacy could result in a law that is
satisfactory and there are HoR members who would be
able to champion this from within the parliament. Those
in favour of a CSO law also argued that the absence of
regulation is an advantage for larger and better equipped
organisations, who can use their contacts and their re-
sources to mitigate risks, something which is not possible
for smaller organisations and CBOs. Organisations based
in the east had the most trust in the HoR and were ca-
pable of joint advocacy and influencing the process. The
physical proximity to the HoR and its more frequent inter-
action with CSOs based in the east has melted some ice
and built bridges of trust. In fact, one interviewee based
in the east stressed the need to build on the contacts and
capacities of different CSOs in different regions, to cap-
italise on the collective resources of each CSO. All inter-
viewees agreed that mutual advocacy is required to place
pressure on stakeholders to develop a clear mechanism
for reqgulating the work of activists and protecting them.
Some interviewees suggested that the role of the CCS is
to re-establish the trust between activists and institutions
in order to further strengthen their efforts. Collective ad-
vocacy among civic activists is crucial to maintain a unified
legislative framework ensuring transparency and protec-
tion. Civil society organisations have the responsibility to
present a more united front and prioritise their demands.
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In the opinion of other NGOs and activists, the current
lack of law is better than restrictive legislation, as it can
enable CSOs to work flexibly, while any new law passed
may further restrict their work. According to these activ-
ists, the existing constitutional guarantees are enough to
provide adequate space for CSOs to register and operate.
While acknowledging the challenges faced by CSOs, they
argue that the situation would be worse if these practices
were codified in a law that restricts the work of civil soci-
ety. These organisations remain sceptical about the will-
ingness of the legislative authorities to promulgate a law
that lives up to CSOs’ expectations. They believe that the
current political landscape can only result in a restrictive
law, reflecting the prevailing tendencies of both the ex-
ecutive and legislative authorities. Navigating the existing
laws, with the freedoms guaranteed by the constitutional
declaration, and capitalising on the legal ambiguity is the
best way forward. Fears of a repeat of the experiences of
Tunisian and Egyptian CSOs have also shaped the views
of some participants. One CSO leader argued that CSO
laws in Tunisia and Egypt, once hailed as a progressive step
towards further freedoms, are today being used against
CSOs, and have been amended to serve the political agen-
das of those in power. According to this interviewee, the
political context is not yet ripe for a CSO law to be prom-
ulgated. Despite the ambiguous regulatory framework,
civil society organisations have been able to navigate the
existing legislation.

Between these two extremes, however, other views have
also emerged. Following the most recent meetings be-
tween civil society organisations, government authorities
and the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of peaceful
association and assembly® in February 2024, another al-
ternative regulation for CSOs has emerged, backed by a
number of the organisations themselves. Relying on Lib-
ya's international obligations, which in theory take prece-
dence over national laws, CSOs advocate for a Presidential
Decree that declares and details how the ICCPR, particu-
larly Article 21, is directly applicable in Libyan courts. They
advocate for the Presidential Decree to be accompanied
by an implementing regulation, detailing how the ICCPR
clauses are to be understood and applied in local courts.
This would provide further protection to CSOs until the
time is ripe for a civil society law to be promulgated. Re-
lying on international instruments to provide protection
to CSOs in Libya was mentioned by most interviewees,
demonstrating a high level of awareness, but the difficulty

8 United Nation, 2024, https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/
sr-freedom-of-assembly-and-association



of applying Libya’s obligations under international law in
local courts were also identified. In fact, one interview-
ee pointed to two main reasons why the justice system’s
infrastructure is unable to implement international law.
The first is that law students, lawyers and judges are never
taught how to implement international law and have lim-
ited interactions with it, meaning there is limited knowl-
edge on the topic. The second is that justice practitioners
believe Libyan law is to be prioritised and idolised. They
see it as a perfect and complete set of laws, as opposed to
evolving and organic legislation.

Interviewees were also asked about Law 19 of 2001, es-
pecially since the HoR has suggested amending it. How-
ever, there was unanimous rejection of this proposal from
among CSOs, who stated that it did not live up to their
aspirations. One interviewee explained that the law was
drafted with a regressive mindset, designed to control as
opposed to empower, and crafted to make CSOs look like
the enemy of the state. The articles of the law restrict civil
society’s mandate to social, cultural, charitable and hu-
manitarian concerns, with at least 50 members required
to create an organisation, and stipulate a long process of
limitless approvals from officials, including reporting on
all the meetings conducted by the CSO. No number of
amendments will make the law fit for the purpose of reg-
ulating Libya’s CSOs.

Women-led CSOs were also asked whether the state of
non-regulation is having a specific impact on them. All
representatives of women's CSOs interviewed stressed the
need for a CSO law. One interviewee stated that they were
frequently questioned by the authorities and organisations
were often forced to close down. Women in Libyan soci-
ety are not granted the same freedom as men and be-
ing questioned by the authorities or security forces could
create family and social problems for them. The women'’s
CSOs interviewed were in favour of the clarity and cer-
tainty that could provide them with a legal umbrella un-
der which to operate. One women-led CSO argued that
having a law would help with other processes, such as
banking and registration. One woman activist argued that
the issue of a regulatory framework affected all CSOs, not
only specifically women’s CSOs.

CSOS IN LIBYA: THE REALITY BEYOND
THE LEGISLATION

Libya’s civic sphere remains underdeveloped, fractured and
neglected — a consequence of ongoing political instability,
the CCS’s lack of clarity and restrictions imposed due to
the domestic security situation. The areas of focus dictated
by international agencies further impede the growth of
civic organisations. Human rights violations against activ-
ists have forced many to seek refuge abroad. International
agencies frequently confine the role of local organisations
to implementing activities rather than cultivating partner-
ships, leaving numerous CSOs without core funding.

NAVIGATING CHALLENGES AND DIVERGING OPINIONS

Nevertheless, organisations continue their efforts, working
towards reconciliation and advocating for human rights,
despite their limited visibility. For example, in recent hu-
manitarian crises, NGOs have assumed a pivotal role as
frontline responders, garnering recognition but lacking
sustainable support. Civil society organisations have con-
sistently raised concerns about these issues and continue
to face threats while endeavouring to report on their ac-
tivities and secure the requisite security approvals. Their fo-
cus on international agendas may not adequately address
local exigencies. Many community-based organisations
continue to operate within the framework for charitable
work sanctioned by the state.

The international mandate of localisation® urges interna-
tional agencies to support and operate within this frame-
work, too. Despite over a decade of local activism, the role
of CSOs in terms of technical capacity, sustainable resourc-
es and security appears to be diminishing over time, along
with the support provided by INGOs.

9 https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.ec.europa.eu/what/humani-
tarian-aid/localisation_en
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THE ROLE OF INTERNATIONAL NGOS

AND UN AGENCIES

The role of UN agencies and international non-govern-
mental organisations (INGOs) in advocating for a better
regulatory framework was contested among interviewees.
They highlighted that Libyan CSOs face a double dilem-
ma — with the government limiting their work via restric-
tive regulations on the one hand, and INGOs unwilling-
ness to effectively engage CSOs as equal partners, on the
other. One interviewee was critical of INGOs who bypass
CSOs to work with governmental actors, thus weakening
local CSO-government partnerships. Another interview-
ee pointed out that ‘the international community needs
to understand the importance of a strong civil society in
Libya, one that is independent of the government’. Inter-
views revealed suspicion about the role of international
agencies, particularly the UN. There was a general feel-
ing among the interviewees that the UN neglects the lo-
cal civic space. However, interviewees also highlighted the
continued need to place pressure on the government to
create a transparent dialogue between the authorities and
CSOs with the aim of a better regulatory framework.

All interviewees agreed that international support, in var-
ying forms, is crucial to advocate for a CSO law. Howev-
er, they also noted the need for technical assistance to
strengthen CSOs’ capacity to advocate effectively for reg-
ulatory change and participate successfully in drafting a
CSO law. Two positive experiences were mentioned. The
first was when an INGO provided the Commission of Civil
Society, in its early days, with technical capacity, training it
to conduct consultations with civil society on a regulatory
framework. The second involved the provision of funding
for a coalition of Libyan CSOs to collectively lead a locally
driven CSO legal drafting process — resulting in the en-
gagement of a large number of civic actors. There was
acknowledgement among the interviewees that ‘Libyan
CSOs’ knowledge of how to draft a CSO law was very
limited. Most activists are not lawyers and therefore need
training on the law-making process.” Another interview-
ee pointed out that 'INGOs should invest more effort into
funding educational projects for young local activists on
international standards on freedom of association, how to
design and implement advocacy campaigns and enhance
technical local capacities.’

Interviewees also claimed that international agencies are
neglecting CSOs, creating a gap between them and the
government. One major factor in this context is the ab-
sence of protection mechanisms both within the country
and abroad. One interviewee stressed, ‘the UN is not pro-
viding contingency plans to rescue activists. They seem

more interested in meeting government representatives
over setting earlier election dates than discussing human
rights defenders who have been abducted and impris-
oned. The UN must place pressure on the authorities to
create a safe environment first.” Another interviewee also
highlighted the role of the international community in fa-
cilitating dialogue between the government and CSOs,
bridging the current divide without replacing local CSOs.
Interviewees emphasised the need for a ‘neutral third par-
ty’ to create a safe space for discussion between CSOs
and the government, suggesting that ‘international actors
can mediate the conversations about the CSO law, in the
current environment of lack of trust and continuous op-
pression’. Interviewees also highlighted the potential role
of international agencies in providing the financial and
logistical resources to organise meetings and consulta-
tions with the HoR and government and to ensure fair rep-
resentation on both sides. Consistent INGO engagement
with the state is important as long as the importance of
the civic space is always prioritised.

Most interviewees agreed that UN agencies with a human
rights mandate can advocate for the inclusion of provi-
sions guaranteeing freedom of association and expression
in the CSO law. "We are working with UN agencies to ad-
vocate for a draft CSO law that is in line with internation-
al best practices’, said another interviewee, going on to
state: 'this will help ensure that the law is respected by the
government’ International stakeholders can also monitor
the situation and report on any violations, placing pres-
sure on the government to uphold its commitments. One
interviewee argued that the freedom of expression and
opinion are core rights linked to freedom of association,
which must also be sustained and advocated for.



CONCLUSION

Civil society organisations in Libya face numerous chal-
lenges and uncertainties as the civic space continues to
shrink. While a CSO law could ease some of these prob-
lems and create more clarity and certainty, it is unlikely
that such legislation would meet the needs of CSOs for
freedom or change the practices used against them by se-
curity and non-state actors on the ground to any great
extent. Political division, a dysfunctional legislature, insuf-
ficient knowledge about civil society concepts, a lack of
capacity for legal advocacy among CSOs and distrust be-
tween different actors, will make it challenging for CSOs
to agree on and promulgate a draft CSO law. Opinions
regarding the necessity of a new law are divided. Some
argue for immediate legislation to provide clarity and pro-
tection, while others fear a potentially restrictive law and
thus prefer the current ambiguous state. Between these
two extremes, community-based and women-led organ-
isations have been more in favour of a new law, while
larger organisations and those based outside of Libya be-
lieve that it is better to navigate the current situation and
wait for the right moment to advocate for a CSO law that
meets the aspirations of the organisations themselves. This
paper has also highlighted the potential role of interna-
tional actors in capacity building and advocacy support,
though their involvement needs to be supportive of lo-
cal CSO independence. Moving forward, unified advoca-
cy among CSOs and constructive engagement with both
local and international stakeholders will be essential for
establishing a transparent and enabling regulatory envi-
ronment for civil society in Libya.

NAVIGATING CHALLENGES AND DIVERGING OPINIONS



RECOMMENDATIONS

To the House of Representatives:

e Prioritise the CSO Law: Review the existing draft laws
submitted by Libyan professionals and vetted by inter-
national organisations, and provide a clear agenda and
timeline for the process of drafting in direct consulta-
tion with civil society. The House of Representatives
should demonstrate genuine commitment by schedul-
ing discussions and working towards engagement.

e Open dialogue: Hold open consultations with CSOs
and all stakeholders to address concerns and ensure the
law reflects their needs. An inclusive approach should
entail providing public protection for consultation par-
ticipants and allowing activists to express their fear of
the government.

e Transparency: Streamline the legislative process and
ensure transparency when it comes to the decisions
regarding the CSO law. The House of Representatives
should clearly criminalise attacks on civil society and
must ensure the independence of civil society from the
government.

To Libyan CSOs:

e United CSO front: Present a more united front in ad-
vocacy efforts to strengthen bargaining power with the
HoR. Activists should have a clear vision and campaign
collectively for the respect of freedom of association.

e Prioritise demands: Considering the political climate,
CSOs must identify the most critical demands to be in-
cluded in the initial push for the law.

¢ Promote collaboration: CSOs should collaborate with
each other and with INGOs to share resources and ex-
pertise. International NGOs should engage more with
civil society on their technical needs, including through
the provision of training for local NGOs.

« Raising public awareness: Raise public awareness about
the importance of CSOs and the benefits of a strong civil
society, and engage the community to advocate on be-
half of CSOs for a better regulatory framework.
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To UN and international agencies:

Facilitate dialogue: Play an active role in facilitating
dialogue between the HoR, government and CSOs.

Technical assistance: Provide technical assistance to
Libyan CSOs and the government on drafting a CSO
law that adheres to international best practices.

Promote best practices: Share examples of best prac-
tice in CSO legislation from other countries to inform
the Libyan context.
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TOWARD A CSO LAW IN LIBYA
Navigating Challenges and Diverging Opinions

%

Libyan civil society operates in an
unstable, dangerous environment
due to the absence of a clear reg-
ulatory framework. While some
CSOs call for a law to define their
rights and provide protection, oth-
ers fear such a law could be re-
strictive. This paper examines these
differing views, with regional vari-
ations in trust toward legislation,
and highlights how women-led
CSOs advocate for legal protection.
It also addresses the threats, harass-
ment, and violence CSOs face from
both state and non-state actors,
making safe operation difficult.

%

The future of civil society in Libya
hinges on unified action and col-
laborative advocacy efforts. While a
CSO law could provide much-need-
ed protection and legitimacy, it must
be approached cautiously to avoid
imposing further restrictions on civic
space. The current political environ-
ment, characterized by divisions and
a weak legislative framework, com-
plicates the prospect of drafting an
inclusive and transparent law. How-
ever, collective advocacy, supported
by international actors, can gradual-
ly build momentum for a regulatory
framework that aligns with Libya’s
international obligations and local
needs. Moving forward, CSOs must
continue to push for a legal frame-
work that guarantees freedom of
association, promotes transparency,
and safeguards activists from arbi-
trary interference.

%

The House of Representatives
should prioritize reviewing draft
laws through direct consultation
with CSOs, ensuring transparen-
cy and inclusivity throughout the
process. CSOs, in turn, must pres-
ent a united front in their advocacy
efforts, beginning with increased
collaboration among themselves
and with international partners
to strengthen their capacity and
enhance their positionality. Inter-
national actors, including the UN,
should intensify efforts to facilitate
dialogue between CSOs and gov-
ernment institutions while provid-
ing technical support to ensure any
new law adheres to international
best practices. Capacity-building ef-
forts, particularly in legal advocacy
and organizational development,
will be crucial for CSOs to effective-
ly navigate the law-making process.

For further Information on the topic can be found here:

https://libya.fes.de/
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