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Policy issue

Agriculture is no longer a viable livelihood in the greater Tripoli area because what
farmers grow does not respond to the demands of the local market. As a result, Libya
relies increasingly on food imports. However, food import is unreliable, expensive,
and will not meet the future local food demand. If they are unaddressed, these issues
can have highly destabilizing effects.

Key recommendations

Libya’s agriculture sector should adopt an agri-business approach to help farmers
access local food markets. In particular, the Ministry of Agriculture, the National
Authority for Scientific Research (NASR), and the Chambers of Commerce should
adopt the following recommendationswith the support of International
organizations, notably FAO and WFP:

» Develop a national agriculture strategy to guide farmers in growing products
that are competitive in the local market

> Implement aid programs to make small-holder farming financially viable

» Provide education programs for farmers to learn better methods and
techniques

» Create a communication system to connect public and private sectors in order
to assess market needs
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The agricultural sector in Libya has faced numerous challenges since 2011 due to decades of
government inaction and the dominance of the oil sector over the economy. Many farmers have stopped
working the fields due to the incoherence between what farms produce and the demands of the local
market. This policy brief focuses on the challenges for farmers in Tripoli and recommends developing an
agribusiness model in response. Developing agribusiness will boost farmers’ capacity to meet local food
demands, help ensure local food security, and decrease Libya’s reliance on food imports.

1. Problem Statement

While agricultural activities prevailed in Tripoli during the early 1970s, the sector has declined significantly
since 2011. Historically, the public sector has overseen agriculture. The Qaddafi regime invested heavily
in agriculture and prioritized land reform. Shortly after the revolution, the government confiscated all
Italian-owned farms (about 38,000 hectares) and redistributed much of this land in smaller plots to
Libyans.! Starting in 1977, an individual family was allotted only enough land to satisfy its own
requirements. This policy was designed to prevent the development of large-scale private sector farms
and to end the practice of using fertile ‘tribal’ lands for grazing rather than cultivation.? Many agricultural
associations and farmers unions supported these policies.

However, the post-2011 economic crisis led to a renewed focus on the role of the private sector in
agriculture, as people aimed at increasing their income and improving their economic conditions.
Nevertheless, agriculture still faces multiple challenges.

Since annual rainfall is extremely low in Libya (with about 93% percent of land receiving less than
100 mm/year?), agriculture depends primarily on irrigation and groundwater aquifers.? This poses a major
challenge to farmers because they often cannot operate water pumps due to fuel and electricity
shortages. In addition, ongoing conflicts damage farmland and lead to equipment theft. Some people have
abandoned farms due to security concerns. Recent population growth, especially in Tripoli, led to urban
encroachment on agricultural lands and several environmental problems, such as water pollution and the
lowering of the groundwater level. Finally, few farmers are able to rely on farming as a main source of
living. Financing farms requires significant investment in terms of labor, nutrients, fertilizers, seeds,
irrigation, and harvesting machinery and tools.

As a result of these challenges, Libya relies heavily on imported food (Imports accounted for 53.5% of the
total GDP in 2019, according to the World Bank).> Relying on imports is expensive, since foreign currency
prices have increased drastically with the ongoing political instability. In addition, population growth will
increase food demand in the future, creating further urgency to develop sustainable agriculture policies.

Empowering local agriculture has the potential to diversify the stagnant Libyan economy, reduce Libya’s
reliance on imports, and bolster local food security. Specifically, Tripoli could become a critical center for
developing local agriculture. As the Libyan capital and economic center, Tripoli has institutional resources

1 Agribusiness development in Libya: a fact-finding mission. October, 2012 Centre for Development Innovation, Wageningen
UR (University & Research Centre)

2 |bid

3 FAOQ, Libya country profile 2016: http://www.fao.org/3/i9803en/I19803EN.pdf

4 AGRICULTURAL & LIVELIHOOD ASSESSMENT REPORT 8. Case Study of Fezzan Region. 2018

5 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NE.IMP.GNFS.ZS?end=2019&start=2019&view=map
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to support the agricultural industry, and there is potential to develop relationships with municipalities,
youth, and entrepreneurs. Tripoli has fertile land capable of producing a variety of crops.

2. Current Situation

Due to the lack of quantitative data, this research employs a qualitative approach, relying on interviews
with farmers, farm managers, entrepreneurs, representatives from municipalities, and academic experts
in Tripoli. Based on interviews, agricultural activity is largely stagnant, and farmers cannot perform their
activities normally or progress in the sector. Notably, environmental conditions and climate change are
not currently the main challenges: farmers can still produce a range of products for household
consumption (lemons, oranges, olives, tomatoes, cucumbers, onions, and eggplants) and do not currently
rely on rainfall for water.®

Moreover, local agriculture in Tripoli faces the following issues:

o Many farmers lack knowledge of agriculture techniques. For example, many do not know how
much fertilizer to use. The excessive use of fertilizers can cause considerable problems, such as
soil pollution, with chemicals reaching groundwater, and an increase in Nitrogen and Nitrate
content, which increases the salinity of water.

e Another major problem is the improper use of farmland. Many farmers have transformed
agricultural lands into residential properties and have not used the land for its intended purposes.
The expansion of towns and cities on the coastal line also exacerbates existing problems
surrounding land use.

e There are no agricultural associations or government programs to support farmers. As a result,
farmers do not receive guidance on which products to grow. When there is a shortage of a certain
product, people turn to imports rather than filling the shortage through the local market. As a
result, 2013 was the last year local production met local market demand, according to a
representative from the Agriculture Office in Municipality of Suwani.

e There is no cohesive strategy on food security. There is little communication between the
government, private market, and farmers.

3. Mid-Term Goals

Given these problems, there is a clear need to develop policies to support farmers and the local agriculture
sector. Specifically, developing an agri-business model would allow farmers to better access the local
market and rely on farming as a main source of living. Unlike a traditional agricultural model, an active
business model would include traders, farmer organizations, agri-food processors, and large buyers.” An
agribusiness model would require the contribution of both the private and public sectors.

4. Analysis and Recommendations

An agribusiness model could be developed and implemented through the following recommendations
over the course of the next 5 years:

Develop a national agriculture strategy

6 FAO. 2018. Libya — The impact of the crisis on agriculture. Key findings from the 2018 Multi-sector Needs Assessment.
https://reliefweb.int/report/libya/libya-impact-crisis-agriculture-key-findings-2018-multi-sector-needs-assessment
7 FAO. 2015. Inclusive business models for the integration of smallholders into agrifood value chains.
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Libya needs a national agriculture strategy that could establish a roadmap for different actors to support
agribusiness. To help inform the strategy, think tanks and NGOs should develop a research survey on
household consumption patterns, what products are available locally, and other the challenges in the
agriculture sector. A clear agricultural strategy would inform farmers on which foods to produce based on
Libyan diets and in-demand products. The main focus should be developing business for products that
could give Tripoli a competitive advantage, such as fruit (citrus, grapes) and vegetable production. The
active participation of civil society and youth-led institutions in the survey would also increase local
interest in the sector.

Implement aid programs

Local and national governments should support small farmers, especially those with under 5 hectares,
with basic necessities, such as enhanced seeds and fertilizers. Given the financial and bureaucratic
restrictions of government institutions, international organizations, such as the FAO and WFP, could help
local agricultural offices with support programs for small farmers. Nevertheless, full implementation of
policies will be incomplete without involving governmental institutions in Tripoli.

Provide educational programs for farmers

Municipal agricultural offices should offer education programs for farmers. This would allow farmers to
learn and share knowledge about irrigation methods and fertilization, which would in turn enhance the
quality of products. In addition, research at universities should focus on developing applicable solutions
for farmers. This can facilitate stronger connections between municipalities and educational institutions
focused agriculture. Improving education opportunities can also help train agricultural technicians.
Programs could send students to study agriculture in neighboring countries (that have similar physical and
climatic conditions), or bring professors from these countries to provide training.

Create a communication system to connect public and private sectors

Developing a strategic committee would allow relevant government entities (such as the Agriculture,
Education, and Trade ministries), education institutions, farmers, NGOs, and private agro-business groups
to communicate. These various groups need better communication in order to help farmers understand
what to produce based on market needs. Specifically, the Ministry of Agriculture should contribute to
quality control and monitoring, and act as a central source of information to help farmers integrate into
local markets. In addition, improved communication could coordinate access to better storage
warehouses and help develop intercity trade, giving farmers access to bigger markets. Finally, improved
communication could help make scientific research practical, useful, and accessible to farmers. For
instance, a local environmental NGO could create a website for sharing research on agriculture in the
Tripoli district. This website could help farmers and agri-business groups maintain connections and access
local agricultural data.

5. Conclusion

Both public and private sectors should collaborate in order to develop and implement an effective
agribusiness plan. Local governments and NGOs should guide research on local food markets and support
small farmers with financial and material assistance. Private businesses should help strengthen and
expand markets, and attract investment in the sector. Businesses and cooperatives can address
deficiencies in the local economy and provide employment opportunities. Finally, developing agribusiness
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would help boost local agriculture and decrease Libya’s reliance on food imports, contributing to overall
food security as a result.

NOTE: This paper is solely the opinion of the author and does not necessarily reflect the official view of
the North African Policy Initiative.

About the author: Malak is a UNDP fellow, writer, and researcher. She manages her own website,
Libyan Wanderer, and contributes to Sisterhood Magazine, Al Fusiac, RNW Media, and Climate
Tracker. She holds a Masters in Environmental Policy from Science Po University.

Special thanks: NAPI and the author wish to thank Mathieu Galtier and Perry DeMarche for the
precious and unwavering mentorship and guidance they provided to the author throughout the policy
research and writing process.

About YPL: Young Policy Leaders (YPL) is a 6-month long program that builds the research, writing,
and advocacy capacity of youth who are passionate about tackling a public issue. NAPI provides them
with training, tailored mentorship, and cross-national networks to help them become policy leaders.

About NAPI: The North African Policy Initiative (NAPI) is an independent, non-profit, and non-
partisan NGO that seeks to strengthen participatory governance in North Africa by focusing on youth.

All NAPI Policy Briefing Papers are available at www.napipolicy.org

For more information contact: info@napipolicy.org
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