
 

Q&A about UNHCR in Libya  
 

What does UNHCR advocate for? 

UNHCR is mandated by the UN General Assembly to assist and 

protect persons fleeing persecution and whose life is at risk 

should they be returned to their country of origin. In Libya, 

UNHCR advocates the establishment of a protection sensitive 

system that distinguishes asylum seekers and refugees from 

other migrants. UNHCR collaborates with relevant authorities to 

ensure that the rights of asylum seekers and refugees are 

protected.  

 

What is UNHCR doing in Libya?  

In Libya UNHCR registers asylum seekers mainly from Syria, 

Eritrea and Somalia and provides relief items and medical 

assistance in urban settings and in detention. In collaboration 

with Libyan authorities, UNHCR is running training programmes 

on the principles of international protection. For example, in 

2012, UNHCR conducted a number of workshops on mixed-

migration for government officials and a course on forced 

migration for Libyan graduate students at Tripoli University in 

collaboration with the University of Oxford. UNHCR is also 

supporting the work of the committee drafting the asylum law. 

UNHCR shared it expertise and provided comments on the draft 

law. 

 

What are the obstacles?  

Pending the formalisation of the relations between UNHCR and 

the Libya government, UNHCR is not able to discharge fully and 

systematically some of its core activities such as refugee status 

determination. Moreover, durable solutions such as 

resettlement, local integration and voluntary return remain on 

hold.  

 

What is UNHCR doing in Libya concerning sea-crossing?  

Approximately, 60% of persons departing by boat from North 

Africa are either refugees or asylum seekers. Most persons 

intercepted at sea by Libyan authorities are detained upon return 

to Libya. In Libya, UNHCR conducts regular missions to detention 

centres and is able to advocate and release vulnerable asylum 

seekers and refugees such as pregnant women, children and 

persons with medical conditions. UNHCR is also training 

government officials and the Coast Guard on international 

protection instruments in order to increase awareness on the 

needs and rights of refugees and asylum seekers.  

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Refugees and asylum seekers 

 

The Department for Combating Illegal Migration 

(DCIM) has started releasing from detention persons 

of concern to UNHCR. This is a positive development 

and a recognition by the government of the rights of 

those fleeing persecution and in need of international 

protection. As of 30 October, 160 persons from 

Somalia and Eritrea were released from Sourman 

detention centre. 17 Somali were also released from 

Misrata detention centre and about 15 women from 

Somalia and Eritrea from Garabuli detention centre 

including pregnant women. Similarly, in Eastern Libya, 

there are no persons of concern in detention with the 

exception of the centre managed by the Passport 

Control Police and Ganfouda. In the first one, 6 

persons from Eritrea and Ethiopia are detained while 

Ganfouda detention centre in Benghazi that recently 

reopened, detains 17 Somali and Ethiopians. 

However, refugees and asylum seekers recently 

arrested continue to be transferred to the detention 

centre in Ajdabiya where as of 28 October, 41 

Eritreans, 25 Somalis and 4 Ethiopians were detained.  

 

The conditions in some detention centres in Libya 

remain a source of grave concern. On 30 October, 

UNHCR visited Ain Zara detention centre where 

persons are detained before being transferred to 

other detention centres across Libya. At the time of 

the visit, migrants, asylum seekers and refugees, all 

male and many from Eritrea, were detained. Of them, 

26 were minors. On 31 October, UNHCR conducted a 

mission to Al Hamra detention centre in Garyan, 

under a local militia that does not report to DCIM. At 

the time of the visit, over 1,000 persons were 

detained including minors of different nationalities. 

Some 500 of them were from Somalia and Eritrea. 

However, no very young children and women were 

detained. The conditions in the centre are extremely 

harsh. Detainees do not have enough food, are 

subject to mistreatment and are not provided regular 

health care. UNHCR conducted a follow up mission to 

deliver relief items. A further mission for medical 

assessment is being planned in collaboration with 

Médecins Sans Frontières and International Medical 

Corps.  
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Telephone hot-lines for refugees  

 

UNHCR can be reached on the following numbers: 

 

 

  General queries / registration:    091 9897937 

 Emergencies / detention:    091 9897936 

  Syrians:      091 7129750 

  Benghazi hot-line:                       092 3186819 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                                                                    

Syrian displacement in Libya 

 

The registration of persons fleeing Syria continues 

throughout Libya. During the month of October, 1,208 

Syrians were registered by UNHCR in Tripoli and 

Benghazi. As of 31 October, 15,274 persons from Syria 

were registered with UNHCR in Libya (see table 

below). In a positive development, local authorities in 

East Libya have confirmed their intention to start the 

registration of Syrians in Benghazi. They intend to 

issue residence documents. The registration forms 

and residence cards have already been drafted and 

LibAid is planning to make its premises and staff 

available in order to support registration activities.  

 

In coordination with its implementing partner, CESVI, 

UNHCR is continuing the distribution of cash-

assistance to vulnerable Syrian families. In East Libya 

22 families have received monthly cash assistance 

between July and October. As of 31 October, 1,574 

individuals from Syria and other countries have 

received cash assistance from UNHCR.  

 

 

Donors of UNHCR Libya 

 

European Commission and Switzerland 

Maritime incidents in October 

 
Between 1-31 October, 3,876 persons in 19 boats 

departed in an irregular manner from Libya. This 

represents a slight decrease compared to September 

when 4,618 persons embarked for Europe in an 

irregular manner. In October, 16 boats reached Italy 

and 3 were intercepted by Libyan authorities and 

returned to Libya.  

 

Two of the boats that reached Italy and Malta tragically 

sank. On 3 October a boat that had departed from 

Libya caught fire in the proximity of Lampedusa and at 

least 359 persons died. A second boat that departed 

from Zwara in Libya capsized on 12 October near 

Lampedusa. The boat was carrying about 400 people 

mostly Syrians and Syrian Palestinians. Approximately 

200 persons lost their lives. In both cases, some of the 

persons on board were registered with UNHCR in Libya. 

UNHCR in Tripoli is now providing counseling to family 

members still in Libya. The office is also liaising with 

UNHCR offices in Malta and Italy to trace missing 

persons.  

 

In addition, in October three boats were intercepted 

and returned to Libya. On 22 October, a large group of 

approximately 250 Eritreans was taken by Libyan 

smugglers to a gathering point near Tripoli. When the 

individuals were about to board the arrival of local 

militia caused panic and prompted the boat to depart 

earlier with some of the would-be passengers still on 

the shore. Some 117 Eritreans and 1 Syrian family 

reached Lampedusa while the remaining 128 persons 

unable to board were taken to detention centres in 

Libya. On 30 and 31 October, two boats with 

respectively 90 and 150 persons were rescued by the 

Libyan Coast Guard. In the second case, survivors, 

mainly from Eritrea, were taken to Garyan detention 

centre.  
 

Refugees and asylum seekers registered with 

UNHCR in Libya as of 31 October 2013 

 

Country of Origin  Refugees 
Asylum 

seekers 
Total 

Syria 67 15,207 15,274 

Eritrea 486 2,643 3,129 

Somalia 185 1,546 1,731 

Iraq 2,509 599 3,108 

Sudan 673 391 1,064 

Palestine  4,266 4 4,270 

Other nationalities 111 552 663 

    

Total 8,297 20,942 29,239 

 

For further information, please contact: 

Emanuela Paoletti 

Associate External Relations Officer 

paoletti@unhcr.org – 00218 95 4140022 

 


