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The opinions expressed in the report are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect 
the views of the International Organization for Migration (IOM). The designations employed 
and the presentation of material throughout the report do not imply the expression of any 
opinion whatsoever on the part of IOM concerning the legal status of any country, territory, 
city or area, or of its authorities, or concerning its frontiers or boundaries. 

IOM is committed to the principle that humane and orderly migration benefits migrants and 
society. As an intergovernmental organization, IOM acts with its partners in the international 
community to: assist in meeting the operational challenges of migration; advance understanding 
of migration issues; encourage social and economic development through migration; and uphold 
the human dignity and well-being of migrants. 

This study has been produced in line with IOM’s Environment Policy and is available online only. 
Printed hard copies have not been made in order to reduce paper, printing and transportation 
impacts. 
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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In 2019, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) published the report Living and Working in the Midst of Conflict: The Status 
of Long-term Migrants in Libya, which highlighted the circumstances of migrants who have stayed in Libya for more than a year. This study 
supplements the previous research by highlighting the host communities’ perception of the migrants in Benghazi and Tripoli and the realm 
of interaction between groups.

This report presents the results of a survey conducted with 703 Libyan citizens in Benghazi and Tripoli. Data was collected by Diwan 
Research using their Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviews (CATI) system in Tripoli. The sample was generated using the random-
digits method. The survey was designed around three questions: 1) What are the perceptions of various populations of host communities 
towards various categories of migrants? 2) How do the host communities interact with migrants? 3) What does the host community 
perceive as the positive and/or negative impact of migrants on them? 

The results portray an unfavorable environment for migrants in Libya. This new data shows preconceptions against migrants in Libya’s two 
biggest cities, Benghazi and Tripoli, especially towards migrants originating from sub-Saharan Africa. However, this should be viewed in the 
context of the current conditions in a country facing a humanitarian crisis, wrought with armed conflict and subject to various political 
interventions, which may have contributed to creating an unwelcoming environment in the country for migrants. It must also be noted 
that the primary data collection was undertaken during the COVID-19 pandemic in Libya, which could have influenced perceptions. Any 
future programmes aiming to increase cohesion levels between the host communities and migrants should explore, in more depth, the 
causal factors behind this bias.

The survey also highlights the parallel existence of migrants and Libyans. There is rare and infrequent interaction among them in both 
commercial and private spaces. This causes increased isolation of the migrants within Libyan society, which in turn creates further challenges 
for interventions to improve social cohesion.

The survey data is also available online to allow programme designers and researchers to further analyze the data and conduct their 
own analysis.    

1.1 KEY FINDINGS

 ●  A high level of prejudice against migrants in Libya’s two biggest cities, Benghazi and Tripoli, especially towards migrants originating 
from sub-Saharan Africa. 

 ● Widespread perception in both cities that immigration is not beneficial to the country and should be decreased.

 ● Interactions between Libyans and migrants in social, cultural and economic spaces are rare and infrequent. 

1.2 FURTHER RESEARCH

Based on the findings of this study, further research is recommended to explore the root causes of bias against migrants. Further, the 
findings of this study also make it clear that migrants in Libya face different challenges based on their nationalities. Hence, any future 
research must sample migrants based on their nationalities. 

https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiYmU2ZDMwNWEtNmI4Yi00ZThmLTlhMGYtMjI2NGZmMjVmNWQyIiwidCI6IjgxNWE4NGQ4LTc0NWEtNGFiNC04MzIwLTI2ZGM1MTU1MjM1YiIsImMiOjJ9&pageName=ReportSectionb44f6774a31c3be86c4f


2 INTRODUCTION
2.1 BACKGROUND RESEARCH

Libya is a transit and destination country for migrants and refugees. It has a long history of migration and human mobility across its borders 
dating back to the 1950s, closely linked to the geographical location of the country. Libya shares its borders with six countries: Tunisia and 
Algeria on the west, Egypt and Sudan towards the east, Niger and Chad on the south. Libya’s proximity to Europe often manifests into 
it being viewed as the last African frontier in the quest to reach Europe for those in search of better living conditions (Hamood, 2006).

In the early 90s Libya’s growing oil-driven economy faced a shortage of workers which lead to an open-door policy that attracted many 
migrants across the region and from sub-Saharan countries. Migrants often chose to go to Benghazi and Tripoli, as these cities were the 
main economic centres. In 2007 Libya ceased this policy and put into effect a strict visa system (MPC Team, 2013). Despite this new system 
and the current security conditions, the country continued to receive migrants, often coming in through irregular channels. The latest IOM 
DTM figures1 published in September 2020 estimate that there are 584,509 migrants in the country (IOM DTM, 2020).  

Data indicates a large proportion of migrants in Libya do not intend to settle permanently in the country. In the 2019 IOM survey2 of 
1,244 migrants in Libya, 56 per cent of respondents said they intended to stay in Libya for some time and then return to their home 
country in the future. 24 per cent reported intending to stay in Libya indefinitely,13 per cent reported intending to stay in Libya before 
continuing to a different destination and 5 per cent reported intending to continue to another destination as soon as possible (International 
Organization for Migration (IOM), 2019). 

Previous opinion polls indicate most Libyans have an unfavorable view of migrants. In a recent survey in 2018, 62 per cent of Libyans 
indicated they would dislike or strongly dislike having an immigrant or foreign worker as a neighbour (Arab Barometer, n.d.).  In another 
survey3 , 82 per cent of Libyan respondents believed employers must prioritize Libyans over migrants and 70 per cent also indicated they 
do not trust people of another nationality (World Values Survey, n.d.). According to IOM’s How the World Views Migration report in 
2015, 54 per cent of Libyans believe immigration should be decreased. 

2.2 IMPACT OF THE ONGOING CONFLICT ON MIGRATION

Following a brief respite after the 2011 revolution, civil war broke out in Libya in 2014, which impacted migration patterns within the country. 
The war led to a great number of people being internally displaced within the country. The conflict also restricted economic opportunities 
in rural areas caught up in fighting, forcing people to migrate to cities. According to IOM DTM figures, in February 2019, before the Tripoli 
War, the number of IDPs in Libya was estimated to be 172,540; in September 2020, this estimate rose to 392,2414 (IOM DTM, 2020). 

The instability also led to large numbers of foreign nationals returning to their home countries. As a result, IOM reports the Net Migration 
Rate of -0.3 migrants/1,000 population in the period 2015-2020 indicating more people are emigrating from Libya, than migrants coming 
in (International Organization for Migration (IOM), n.d.). 

It is also reported that of the estimated 2 million Egyptian migrants in Libya prior to the revolution, approximately 800,000 have returned 
to Egypt (Salah, 2019).  

2.3 OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of this study is to examine the current public perceptions of different migrant groups within the two largest cities in Libya, 
namely Tripoli and Benghazi.5 To this end, this study aims to examine the following research questions: 

2.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1) What are the perceptions of various populations of host communities towards various categories of migrants in Tripoli and Benghazi?

This research question will aim to uncover the perceptions of various populations of host communities (young/old; employed/unemployed; 
skilled/unskilled; men/women; etc.) towards various categories of migrants (by nationality; age; gender; length of stay in Libya; legal status; 
etc.)

2) How do the host communities interact with migrants?

This research question aims to uncover the frequency and type of interactions between the host communities and migrants, including 
daily interaction, interaction with migrant workers living in the same household as domestic help, as well as rare interactions from chance. 

3) What does the host community see as the positive and/or negative impact of migrants on them?

This research question will aim to uncover what perceived positive and/or negative impact migrants have on their hosting community. This 
question does not attempt to measure the actual impact of migrants on their host communities, but the perceived impact. 

1 IOM DTM Libya Migrant Report. Round 32. August 2020
2 Living and Working in The Midst of Conflict: The Status of Long-Term Migrants in Libya. 2019. International Organization for Migration (IOM)  World Value Survey
3 World Value Survey
4 IOM DTM Libya IDP and Returnee Report. Round 32. August 2020
5 It must be noted at the outset that the data collection for this study took place at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic in Libya, which may have impacted the findings. 7 |  



The research design for this study adopts a mixed-methods approach consisting of qualitative and quantitative data collection to fill in data 
gaps identified in the overall literature review. Data collection began in April 2020 and was kick-started by conducting explorative focus 
group discussions (FGDs) in Benghazi to inform the design of the survey questionnaire. This was followed by quantitative data collection 
in both Tripoli and Benghazi. The initial data collection plan of using face-to-face interviews was adapted to the ongoing COVID-19 
precautions and restrictions and data was collected through phone interviews and online FGDs.

3.1 QUALITATIVE DATA COLLECTION

Three FGDs were conducted in Benghazi: one group each with men and women respectively and a third with civil society representatives 
of mixed gender. Efforts were made to include individuals from diverse backgrounds to make the opinions as representative as possible. 
The focus group discussions were conducted on online platforms, considering COVID-19 restrictions. 

3.2 QUANTITATIVE DATA COLLECTION

The quantitative data from Tripoli and Benghazi was collected by phone surveys at Diwan Research’s call centre in Tripoli, with the 
capacity of 30 agents and equipped with Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviews (CATI) software.6 The research team conducted 20 
phone interviews as a pilot. Data collection was conducted from June 15, 2020 to June 29, 2020. In total, 16,882 numbers were called. 
1,995 respondents refused to participate (12%). 1,695 respondents were not in Tripoli or Benghazi. 703 interviews were successful. It is 
possible that the small number of successful responses is a result of externalities like the pandemic and the conflict resulting in call failures, 
or nonexistence of phone numbers. During data collection, respondents had the option to reschedule their interview, but to preserve 
the random selection, agents were not allowed to get referrals from respondents. Further to avoid bias, interviews were only conducted 
with the generated random numbers. Random selection, agents were not allowed to get referrals from respondents. Further to avoid bias, 
interviews were only conducted with the generated random numbers.

Figure 1: Achieved sample 

3.3 ACHIEVED SAMPLE

Random sampling produced a representative sample of each of the cities as indicated below at an estimated Margin of Error of 5 per cent. 

3.4 ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

Using quantitative data, the following Indicators were produced.

6 This software uses an automatic dialer to utilize the 84 mobile lines to conduct the calls. The sample was decided at 700 interviews from Tripoli and Benghazi, with equal 
quotas of gender. The phone numbers were generated using a custom script in Excel to ensure randomness. The phone numbers using the prefixes of both mobile operators: 
(092+7 random digits) and (091+7 random digits).

3 METHODOLOGY

8 |  
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Research question Indicator
1) What are the perceptions 
of various populations of host 
communities towards various 
categories of migrants?

1.1. Nationalities of migrants visible to the community

1.2. Perception of overall contribution of migrants to the community by nationality

1.3. Gender of migrants visible to the community

1.4. Perception of overall contribution of migrants to the community by gender

1.5. Age groups of migrants visible to the community

1.6. Perception of overall contribution of migrants to the community by age groups

1.7. Perception of migrants’ rights to access employment, education and health care

1.8. Perception of government role in migrant management

1.9. Support for legalization of migrants’ status in country

1.10. Support for naturalization of residing migrants

1.11. Overall perception of integration of migrants

1.12. Support for non-refoulement of migrants

2)  How do the host communities 
interact with migrants?

2.1. Scope of interactions with migrants in commercial spaces

2.2. Frequency of interaction with migrants in commercial spaces

2.3. Scope of interactions with migrants in private spaces

2.4. Frequency of interaction with migrants in private spaces

3) What do the host community 
see as the positive and/or negative 
impact of migrants on them?

3.1. Perception of overall contribution of migrants to Libya

3.2. Perception of migrant contribution to the economy

3.3. Perception of impact of migrants on job market

3.4. Perception of impact of migrants on culture

3.5. Perception towards increasing/decreasing migration levels

Table 1: Analytical Framework

3.5 LIMITATIONS

This survey is representative of the communities in Benghazi and Tripoli. The survey findings may not be applicable to other cities in Libya 
or the country. Hence this study must not be treated as a national survey

The initial plan for data collection plan was through face-to-face interviews. Due to the imposition of COVID-19 related curfews and 
social distancing regulations, the research team opted to collect data by phone interviews which were found to be adequate to collect 
data in Libya at the city level. To ensure efficacy, the duration of each phone interview was limited to the recommended 20 minutes.7  

A key limitation in data collection was the lack of availability of a representative sample frame.8 In the absence of such a sample frame, 
the random-digits method was used. The impact of this limitation on the survey is minimal due to the large population of Benghazi and 
Tripoli.9 Another limitation was the small sample size for some conditional questions in the survey. When presenting indicators with such 
a small sample size, the results are presented using absolute numbers and not in percentage to avoid misleading the readers. 

Lastly, it must also be noted that this survey included sensitive questions about opinions towards migrants, and consequently it is likely 
that respondents may have misreported their perception. While complete anonymity was maintained to reduce any such error, social 
desirability bias should still be considered.  

3.6 SECURITY CONDITIONS

At the time of data collection and analysis, the outskirts of Tripoli went through an intense conflict that impacted normalcy of life in the 
city. Besides causing some delays in planned activities due lack of safe access to Diwan’s Research Centre in Tripoli, rampant insecurity 
may have also impacted the survey results. 
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The findings of this survey are divided into three sections. The first section covers the perception of migrants in Tripoli and Benghazi. The 
second section focuses on the forms of interaction between the host communities and migrants. The third and last section focuses on 
the respondents’ perception of the impact migrants have on their communities.

4.1 PERCEPTIONS OF VARIOUS POPULATIONS OF HOST COMMUNITIES TOWARDS VARIOUS CATEGORIES OF MIGRANTS. 

 4.1.1 MOST COMMON NATIONALITIES OF MIGRANTS

Respondents were asked about the most common nationality of migrants in their communities. 69 per cent of the respondents in Benghazi 
mentioned Egyptian migrants while 55 per cent of the respondents in Tripoli said the most common nationality of migrants they see 
originate from sub-Saharan African (SSA) countries. These results mirror IOM DTM10  figures which estimate that 47 per cent of the migrant 
population in Benghazi originate from Egypt, and 46 per cent of the migrant population in Tripoli originates from SSA. Data also shows 
that male migrants are more likely to be seen in communities than female migrants. In this context, most respondents did not mention 
specific nationalities of the migrants originating from the sub-Saharan region, which indicates that host communities do not distinguish 
between migrants originating from different SSA countries in their perception. Only 17 per cent of the respondents from Tripoli specifically 
mentioned Niger as the most common nationality they see, while 55 per cent of the respondents from the same city mentioned migrants 
from SSA as the most common nationality. On the other hand, migrants originating from Arab countries where identified by nationality; 
24 per cent of the respondents in Benghazi mentioned Sudanese migrants and 9 per cent and 13 per cent of the respondents in Tripoli 
and Benghazi respectively, mentioned seeing Syrian migrants. 

Figure 2: Common Nationalities of Migrants

10 IOM DTM: Libya’s Migrant Report Round 29, January - February 2020

4 KEY FINDINGS



Figure 3: Visibility of Migrants from Egypt and Sub-Saharan Africa

 4.1.2 THE PERCEPTION OF OVERALL CONTRIBUTION OF MIGRANTS TO THE COMMUNITY BY NATIONALITY

For each nationality mentioned in response to the previous question, the respondents were further asked about each groups’ perceived 
role. Respondents had the choice of assessing the role of migrants as positive, negative, or neutral. 67 per cent of the respondents11 in 
Benghazi perceived migrants from Egypt as having a positive role in their community (Figure 4). Respondents12 in Tripoli were divided in 
their perception of the role of migrants from SSA, 29 per cent of the respondents said the role is negative, 35 per cent said it was neutral, 
and 31 per cent said it was positive (Figure 5). Responses from other nationalities were too few to report.

Figure 4: Perception of the Role of Egyptian Migrants

Figure 5: Perception of the Role of Migrants from Sub-Saharan Africa

11 Only the respondents who mentioned seeing Egyptian migrants were asked this question. 243 in Benghazi and 76 in Tripoli.
12 Only the respondents who mentioned seeing migrants from sub-Saharan Africa were asked this question. 60 in Benghazi and 192 in Tripoli.

11 
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29%

50%

35%

27%
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23%

5%

0

Tripoli
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How do you see the role of each nationality of migrants in the community? Sub-Saharan Africans

Negative Neutral Positive I don’t know
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These results support previous research that shows Egyptian migrants have a comparative advantage over other migrants in the country 
(International Organization for Migration (IOM), 2019). This could be due to the shared language and culture between Libyans and Egyptians 
compared to the language and cultural barriers between Libyans and migrants from SSA. The historical presence of Egyptian migrants in 
Libya could also be a contributing factor to this positive perception.  It is not clear if there is any link between the recent political alliance 
between the authorities in the eastern region and the Egyptian government and the positive perception of Egyptian migrants in Benghazi. 
This could be the subject of further research. 

 4.1.3 GENDER OF MIGRANTS VISIBLE

In terms of gender, 61 per cent of the respondents13 in Benghazi say they see mostly male migrants from Egypt in the community while 
this figure was at 57 per cent in Benghazi.(Figure 6) The gender variance in visibility of migrants was less stark when it came to migrants 
from SSA where 43 per cent of the respondents in Benghazi and 52 per cent of the respondents in Tripoli mentioned coming across mostly 
male migrants (Figure 7).14 Responses for other nationalities were too small to report. This data is consistent with IOM DTM data15 that 
indicates most migrants in Libya are men and only an estimated 11 per cent of migrants in Libya are women.

Figure 6: Visibility of Migrants from Sub-Saharan Africa by Gender

Figure 7: Visibility of Egyptian Migrants by Gender

 4.1.4 PERCEPTION OF OVERALL CONTRIBUTION OF MIGRANTS TO THE COMMUNITY BY GENDER

In both cities, there was a noticeable difference in the respondents’ perceptions of the role of female and male migrants. 70 per cent of 
the respondents16 in Benghazi said Egyptian male migrants17 have a positive role, while only 29 per cent of the respondents, in the same 
city, said Egyptian female migrants have a positive role. In Tripoli, the same pattern was observed with migrants from SSA18. Only 22 per 
cent of the respondents19 said female migrants from SSA have a positive role, while 33 per cent of the respondents said male migrants 
from SSA have a positive role (Figure 8). 

These numbers can be explained by the fact that migrant women face some similar challenges as local women. Women in Libya are 
underrepresented in the workforce and mostly limited to certain industries making up only 24 per cent of the workforce in Benghazi and 
28 per cent in Tripoli (Bureau of Statistics and Census, 2012). 

13 Only the respondents who mentioned seeing Egyptian migrants were asked this question. 243 in Benghazi and 76 in Tripoli. 
14 Only the respondents who mentioned seeing migrants from sub-Saharan Africa were asked this question. 60 in Benghazi and 192 in Tripoli.
15 IOM Migrant Report Key Findings Round 30 (March - April 2020).
16 Only the respondents who mentioned seeing Egyptian migrants were asked this question. 243 in Benghazi.
17 Data of other nationalities were too low to report
18 Responses for other nationalities were too few to report.
19 Only the respondents who mentioned seeing migrants from sub-Saharan Africa were asked this question. 60 in Benghazi and 192 in Tripoli.
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Figure 8: The Perception of Overall Contribution of Migrants to the Community by Gender

 4.1.5 AGE GROUPS OF MIGRANTS VISIBLE TO THE COMMUNITY

As shown in the graphs below, the most commonly visible age group of migrants in both cities is 18-35 years old. This is consistent with 
IOM research that estimates that almost 90 per cent of migrants in Libya are younger than the age of 39 (International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), 2019).  

 4.1.6 PERCEPTION OF OVERALL CONTRIBUTION OF MIGRANTS TO THE COMMUNITY BY AGE GROUPS

Migrants between the ages of 18-35 are most commonly seen in Benghazi (80%) and Tripoli (87%) (Figure 9).

In Benghazi, 54 per cent of the respondents believe the role of 18-35-year-old migrants in the community is positive. 49 per cent of the 
respondents in Tripoli had the same response. additionally, 38 per cent of the respondents in Benghazi and 50 per cent of the respond-
ents in Tripoli responded that the role of migrants younger than 18 years old
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87%

80%

7%

17%

Tripoli

Benghazi

What is the most common age group of migrants in the city ?

#REF! #REF! #REF! #REF!18 - 35 36 - 50 51 - 70 Less than 18

Figure 9:  Common Age Groups

is negative. (Table 2). The perception of age groups is shown below. 

The perceived economic contribution of different gender and age groups of migrants could be a potential explanation for differing 
perceptions. Working age men (18-50) are traditionally seen as economically productive. Therefore, women, and younger and older men 
are perceived negatively due to a negative perception of their overall economic contribution to the society.  

How do you see the role of each age group in the community?

Less than 18 years old

Positive Neutral Negative I Don’t know

Tripoli 21% 16% 50% 14%

Benghazi 22% 22% 38% 19%

18-35 years

Positive Neutral Negative I Don’t know

Tripoli 49% 27% 20% 4%

Benghazi 54% 26% 15% 4%

36-50 years

Positive Neutral Negative I Don’t know

Tripoli 33% 28% 26% 13%

Benghazi 44% 26% 22% 9%

50-70 years 

Positive Neutral Negative I Don’t know

Tripoli 13% 18% 43% 26%

Benghazi 23% 23% 35% 19%

Older than 70 years 

Positive Neutral Negative I Don’t know

Tripoli 9% 13% 44% 35%

Benghazi 15% 16% 38% 32%

Table 2: Perceived Role of Migrants by Age Groups

 4.1.7 PERCEPTION OF MIGRANTS’ RIGHT TO HEALTHCARE, JOBS AND EDUCATION

On the subject matter of migrants’ rights, the perception of host communities remains similar across Tripoli and Benghazi but varies based on the 

rights in question. As can be seen in the graphs below, most respondents support equal rights to healthcare and education for migrants but differ in 

their opinion on economic rights. Rights such as employment and social security benefits are seen by a majority of the respondents to be the exclusive 

entitlement of Libyans. The recent economic hardship affecting the country, including cash liquidity shortages, hyper-inflation, and scarcity 
of subsidized goods, has exacerbated a sense of economic insecurity among Libyans, which may explain these responses. 
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Figure 10: Perception of Migrants’ Right to Healthcare, Jobs and Education

 4.1.8 PERCEPTION OF GOVERNMENT’S ROLE IN MIGRATION MANAGEMENT

As shown in the table below, in both cities, most of the respondents are not satisfied with the government’s role in migration management.20  

City Very 
Satisfied

Satisfied Neutral Not satisfied Not satisfied 
at all

I don’t know Refuse to 
answer

Benghazi 7% 18% 13% 31% 24% 7% 1%

Tripoli 4% 12% 16% 29% 30% 8% 1%

Table 3: Perception of Government’s Role in Migration Management 

 

20 It must be noted that the questionnaire did not provide any further details on the use of the word “government”, keeping if vague and referring to those in charge of overall 
governance in their area.
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4.1.9 SUPPORT FOR REGULARIZATION OF MIGRANTS’ STATUS IN THE COUNTRY

In this section the respondents were asked about their opinion on government policy toward irregular migrants.21 The fact that 53 per 
cent of the respondents in Benghazi and 46 per cent of the respondents in Tripoli believe irregular migrants originating from both Arab 
countries and SSA22 should be deported highlights an overall negative perception of irregular migrants (Figure 11). While this survey 
alone cannot fully explain the cause for this perception, the effects of the current political conflict may be able to explain this negative 
perception. Furthermore, the results vary based on the origin of the migrants. It is noteworthy that 15 per cent of the respondents in 
Benghazi and 10 per cent of the respondents in Tripoli believe that only migrants from SSA should be deported, while migrants from 
Arab countries should be allowed to work for a limited time. This indicates that migrants from SSA face higher discrimination than 
migrants from North African countries.

Figure 11: Support for Regularization of Arab Migrants’ Status

 4.1.10 OVERALL PERCEPTION OF POLICIES FOR INTEGRATION OF MIGRANTS IN LIBYA 

In this section, respondents were asked to express views on a hypothetical policy option of granting citizenship to migrants who were 
born and raised in Libya. Under current law23, only those born to Libyan fathers are considered Libyans. Children of Libyan women are 
granted citizenship only if the father is stateless or unknown. Further, the law also grants citizenship to those who have resided in Libya 
for 10 years before 1951 and do not have another nationality. Respondents were also asked separate questions about Arab migrants and 
sub-Saharan African migrants to highlight any differences in the perception towards these groups. 

The results in the table below show that respondents fall under the three following groups:

1) Opposing citizenship options for all migrants

This group of respondents opposes granting citizenship to migrants even if they were born and raised in Libya. 41 per cent of the respondents 
in Tripoli and 51 per cent of the respondents in Benghazi oppose Libyan citizenship for both Arab and sub-Saharan African migrants. (Table 4)

2) Supporting citizenship options for all migrants

The second and much smaller group of respondents supports giving citizenship to migrants who were born and raised in Libya. 26 per 
cent of the respondents in Tripoli and 22 per cent of the respondents in Benghazi support giving citizenship to both Arab and sub-Saharan 
African migrants. (Table 4)

3) Supporting citizenship options for Arab migrants only 

The third group of respondents supports giving citizenship to Arab migrants only. 24 per cent of the respondents in Tripoli and 17 per 
cent of the respondents in Benghazi fell into this category.  (Table 4)

This data provides a preliminary indication that public opinion may support granting citizenship to long-term migrants in Libya. Further 
research is recommended to provide a stronger ground to any efforts at reforming citizenship laws in Libya in favour of long-term migrants. 
However, racial discrimination measured through countries of origin of migrants continues to be evident. 

21 It must be noted that while framing the question, the word “illegal” was used instead of “irregular” for the purposes of clarity of the question when translated to Arabic. 
However, IOM advocates that the term “irregular” is preferable to “illegal” because the latter carries a criminal connotation and is seen as denying migrants’ humanity - IOM 
Glossary on Migration
22  The terms “Arab” and “sub-Saharan” were used in the questionnaire without indicating specific countries to measure overall perception.
23 Law No. 24, 2010
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Do you support citizenship rights for Arab or Sub-Saharan African migrants who were born and raised in Libya?

Arab Migrants

Strongly Support/ 
Support

Strongly Oppose/ 
Oppose

Tripoli Sub-Saharan 
African Migrants

Strongly Support/ 
Support

25.9% 2.8%

Strongly Oppose/ 
Oppose

23.9% 40.7%

Benghazi Strongly Support/ 
Support

22.4% 2.3%

Strongly Oppose/ 
Oppose

17.0% 50.6%

Table 4: Cross-Tabulated Representation of Support for the Citizenship Process for Arab and SSA Migrants

4.1.11 SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS

The findings presented in the preceding sections make it clear a significant proportion of the Libyan population has an overall negative 
perception of migrants. This is concurrent with the conclusions drawn in Gallup’s second administration of its global Migrant Acceptance 
Index. Libya features among the top ten countries that experienced the highest decline on migrants’ acceptance between 2016 and 2020 
(Gallup, 2020).24 Data disaggregation based on countries of origin of migrants provides new evidence of social bias against migrants from 
SSA as a group. Results also indicate that Libyan communities are of the opinion that the government could do more to effectively manage 
migration. Some of the below quotes from the focus group discussions may provide possible explanation for some of the findings. 

“GIVING MIGRANTS LIBYAN CITIZENSHIP MAY LEAD TO A COLOSSAL DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE, AND WE SHOULD PAY 

ATTENTION TO THAT”. A 23-YEAR-OLD LIBYAN MALE PARTICIPANT IN A FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION. 

“FOR THE ARAB BROTHERS, YES , I SUPPORT IT, BUT FOR AFRICANS I DON’T, BECAUSE THEIR NUMBERS ARE LARGE, AND 

THEY WILL BE A FINANCIAL BURDEN ON US AS CITIZENS”. A FEMALE PARTICIPANT IN A FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION ON 

BEING ASKED IF LONG-TERM MIGRANTS MUST BE PROVIDED WITH CITIZENSHIP IN LIBYA . 

“I KNOW TEACHERS WHO ARE MIGRANTS FROM EGYPT AND IRAQ WHO HAVE PROVIDED SERVICES TO THE STATE FOR LONG 

PERIODS AND THEIR MIGRATION IS COMPLETELY LEGAL. THEY MUST BE GIVEN CITIZENSHIP BECAUSE WE LACK DIVERSITY, 

WE ARE A CLOSED SOCIETY, AND WE MUST SPREAD A CULTURE OF ACCEPTING THE OTHER. IT IS THE DUTY OF THE STATE TO 

GRANT THEM RESIDENCE”. A FEMALE UNIVERSITY PROFESSOR IN A FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION.

4.2 THE INTERACTION BETWEEN HOST COMMUNITIES AND MIGRANTS

This section reports on the scope and frequency of interactions of host communities with migrants in commercial and private spaces. 
The respondents were asked questions about when they last interacted with migrants in these spaces, where that interaction took place 
and how frequent that interaction was. These questions are useful to understand the social dynamics between migrants and host commu-
nities in Libya.

 4.2.1 INTERACTIONS WITH MIGRANTS IN COMMERCIAL SPACES

The below results show limited and infrequent interactions between host community members and migrants in their cities, especially for 
female respondents. 35 per cent of the male respondents in Benghazi and 39 per cent of the male respondents in Tripoli said they never 
or rarely interact with migrants in commercial spaces. (Figure 13)

24 Gallup, 2nd Migration Acceptance Index, 2020, available at https://news.gallup.com/poll/320678/world-grows-less-accepting-migrants.aspx 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/320678/world-grows-less-accepting-migrants.aspx 
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Figure 12: Interactions with Migrants in Commercial Spaces

When it came to Libyan women, these numbers were even higher. 55 per cent of female respondents in Benghazi and 57 percent in Tripoli 
said they never or rarely interact with migrants in the commercial space. This is because of the limited presence of Libyan women in the 
commercial sphere (Figure 14).

Figure 13: Frequency of Interaction in the Business Sector

 4.2.2 INTERACTIONS WITH MIGRANTS IN PRIVATE SPACES

The level of interaction with migrants in terms of receiving services at home, was even lower than the interaction level in commercial spaces. 
51 per cent and 55 per cent of the respondents in Benghazi and Tripoli (Figure 15), respectively, said they rarely interact with migrants 
in their homes. This is expected, as only 4 per cent of migrants reported employment in domestic work (International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), 2019). 
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Figure 14: Interaction with Migrants in Private Spaces

25 Only 7 per cent of the migrants in Libya work in retail. A substantial proportion work in the following industries: construction, water, and sanitation (26%); craft (15%); agri-
culture (13%) (International Organization for Migration (IOM), 2019) 
26 For more information on the status of migrants in Libya please refer to IOM’s report titled Living and Working In the Midst of Conflict: The Status of Long-Term Migrants in 
Libya published in 2019.

Summary and Analysis

The space and frequency of interaction between migrants and Libyans is limited and shaped by several factors such as language barriers, skills 
and the availability of jobs, which inter alia depends on the nationality of the migrants. The limited levels of interaction can be explained 
by the fact that most migrants in Libya, work in sectors such as agriculture and construction that provide limited opportunity to interact 
with host communities.25 For instance, only 1.8 per cent of Libyans work in the construction sector and 0.8 per cent work in agriculture 
(Bureau of Statistics and Census, 2012).26 This data highlights parallel existence between citizens and migrants in Libya that is only rarely 
breached during infrequent interaction between Libyan men and migrants in mostly commercial spaces.

 4.3 PERCEPTION OF THE IMPACT OF MIGRANTS ON HOST COMMUNITIES 

This section presents findings on the respondents’ perception of the impact migrants have on their communities. Host community members 
were asked about their perception of the overall contribution of migrants to Libya, migrants’ contribution to the economy and about their 
opinion on increasing or decreasing migration levels. 

 4.3.1 PERCEPTION OF OVERALL CONTRIBUTION OF MIGRANTS TOWARD LIBYA

A key finding is that most respondents believe that migrants have no impact on job opportunities for Libyans. This contradicts the most 
common explanation for xenophobia grounded in competition for limited opportunities. In fact, data indicates that host communities’ 
stance against integration of migrants in Libyan society could be linked more to the former’s perception that migrants adversely impact 
the law and order situation. 

Figure 15: Perception of Overall Contribution of Migrants Toward Libya
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 4.3.2 PERCEPTION OF MIGRANT CONTRIBUTION TO THE ECONOMY

Further to the above, only 16 per cent and 15 per cent of the respondents in Benghazi and Tripoli respectively, believe migrants are taking 
jobs away from Libyans. Most of the migrants work in the agriculture and construction sectors (International Organization for Migration 
(IOM), 2019) while less than 3 per cent of Libyans work in these two sectors combined (Bureau of Statistics and Census, 2012). This points 
toward the conclusion that economic insecurity may not be the key factor driving anti-immigration sentiments in Libya.27

Figure 16: Perception of Migrant Contribution to the Economy

Figure 17: Perception Toward Increasing/decreasing Migration Levels

 4.3.3 PERCEPTION TOWARD INCREASING OR DECREASING MIGRATION LEVELS

Most respondents in both cities believe that immigration to Libya should be decreased. In comparison, only 3 per cent of the respondents 
in Benghazi and 2 per cent in Tripoli said that immigration is positive for the country and should be kept at its present level.  

27 For instance, only 17 per cent of the respondents who believe sub-Saharan African migrants should be deported, believe also that migrants take away jobs that citizens 
want. 
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Figure 18: Perception of migration contribution (by respondents’ gender and education levels)

Figure 19: Perception of migration contribution (by respondents’ age groups)

 4.3.4 SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS

The 2015 IOM report, How the World Views Migration found a global average of 34 per cent of respondents wanted immigration levels 
to decrease in their countries. From the above data, it can be concluded that anti-immigration sentiment in Libya is much higher than 
global average and remains consistent across education levels, gender and age groups of respondents. Interestingly, since the links between 
economic insecurity and this negative perception of migrants seem weak, further research is needed to explore other factors that drive 
this sentiment. 
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5 CONCLUSION
The results of this study present a two-fold challenge to government and organizations working on improving conditions for migrants in Libya. 

First, is the generalized stance against immigration, in two of Libya’s largest cities. A substantial portion of respondents in Libya’s two 
largest cities believe irregular migrants should be deported to their country of origin. Further, they are also of the opinion that immigration 
should be decreased. This position against migration is consistent across education levels, gender and age groups of the respondents.28 

The second is a social bias against migrants from SSA as a group. While this bias was reflected in responses to various questions, it most 
clearly appeared in the difference in data for integration options for migrants from Arab countries and SSA. A majority of Libyans in Tripoli 
and Benghazi oppose granting citizenship to migrants from SSA, even if they were born and raised in Libya. 

These two challenges should be interpreted in context of the current conditions in Libya; a country facing humanitarian crisis, armed 
conflict and subjected to intervention by many international actors. These conditions may have contributed to creating an unwelcoming 
environment for migrants in the country. Interestingly, since data indicates economic insecurity cannot fully explain this sentiment, any 
future programming to increase cohesion between host communities and migrants in Libya must be based on further exploration of the 
causal factors behind this bias. 

28 According to IOM’s report Living and Working in the Midst of Conflict: The Status of Long-term Migrants in Libya, 77 per cent of the migrants plan to stay in Libya temporarily to 
earn enough money to either go home or move on to the next destination. It is not clear if the temporary and work-related nature of immigration to Libya shaped the respondents’ 
perception of the migrants or vice versa; the unwelcoming perception incentivized migrants to make Libya a temporary stop to earn money before they leave.
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