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Libya is undergoing a period of change with the end of United Nations sanctions and the process of normalization of its relations with the United States of America and the European Union. However, the human rights situation in the country remains a matter of serious concern, as detailed in this report. Today, a pattern of human rights violations, witnessed over the past three decades, repeats itself, often under the new rhetoric of the “war against terror”. 

Laws criminalize the peaceful exercise of freedom of expression and association, leading to the imprisonment of prisoners of conscience. Real or suspected political opponents are held in prolonged incommunicado detention, without access to the outside world, by the Internal Security Agency. During this period, torture and ill-treatment is widely reported. Its primary function appears to be to extract “confessions”. 

Unfair trials, in particular before the People’s Court which is known to try political cases, result in lengthy prison sentences or even the death penalty. Despite having set abolition of the death penalty as a goal for Libyan society, capital punishment remains prescribed, and used, for a large number of offences including the peaceful exercise of political activities. Forms of “collective punishment”, including house demolition, deprivation of public services and arbitrary arrest and detention, are sanctioned and continue to take place.

Past policies and events constituting grave human rights violations continue to cast a shadow on Libya’s human rights record. These have affected hundreds of victims and fundamentally altered the lives of their families. They include the policy of “physical liquidation” of political opponents of the 1980s; numerous deaths in custody without adequate explanation; the “disappearance” of political prisoners, especially since 1996; and the “disappearance” of Libyan nationals abroad and foreign nationals visiting Libya. Hundreds of families still do not know whether their relatives are alive or dead, or how they died. Many are too scared to ask about their relatives for fear of retaliation.

In recent years, the Libyan authorities have taken some positive steps to address the human rights situation. One example is the releases in 2001 and 2002 of nearly 300 prisoners, including prisoners of conscience detained since 1973. Another is the opening of the country to a degree of international scrutiny. It is in this context that the Libyan authorities authorized a visit by Amnesty International in February 2004.

Despite these measures, perpetrators of current human rights violations, as well as of those committed in the past, enjoy an almost total lack of accountability. Victims, on the other hand, suffer, often in silence. Many Libyans, residing inside and outside the country, fear to report human rights violations for fear of retaliation against themselves or their relatives. Others wishing to undertake human rights work do so in the face of severely restrictive legislation, including the possibility of being sentenced to death. 

During the Amnesty International visit of February 2004, the findings of which are reflected in this report, the Libyan authorities promised to seriously consider Amnesty International’s recommendations. In a speech in April 2004, Colonel Mu’ammar al-Gaddafi, Leader of the Revolution, called for Amnesty International’s specific concerns in a number of areas to be addressed by the Libyan authorities. 

Amnesty International welcomes Colonel al-Gaddafi’s intervention in April and calls on Libyan authorities to undertake without delay institutional reforms and other measures necessary to address fully the grave human rights concerns outlined in this report. There is an urgent need for the truth to emerge in respect of events of the past and for new foundations to be laid for a future of justice. 

Without prompt and concrete initiatives in this direction, human rights violations in Libya are likely to continue with their toll of human suffering. It is time to turn promises into action, and make human rights a reality.   

This report summarizes a 66-page document, Libya: Time to make human rights a reality (AI Index: MDE 19/002/2004) issued by Amnesty International in April 2004. Anyone wishing further details or to take action on this issue should consult the full document. An extensive range of our materials on this and other subjects is available at http://www.amnesty.org and Amnesty International news releases can be received by email:
http://www.amnesty.org/email/email_updates.html
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