
Focus – Area Analysis 
Claudio Bertolotti 

 

 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2017 – Year XIX issue V 55 

Libya: the businesses of human trafficking and the smuggling of 

oil, drug and weapons. A structural threat to Europe 

 

New trafficking and smuggling lines and networks throughout North Africa have emerged 

during the past 6 years, with organized crimes, local power groups and terrorist organizations 

obtaining benefits from the general instability in key physical hubs throughout the Mediterranean 

region.  

Trafficking in human beings is the main source of illegal immigration to Europe and the principal 

factor attracting the attention of the media and the public opinion. But human trafficking represent 

only one part of the illegal phenomena which fuel the economy of Libya; we must consider the other 

main goods of illegal smuggling: oil, weapons and drug that, with human trafficking in “lawless” Libya, 

is funding local and trans-national organized crimes and terrorism.1 Oil, in particular, represent the 

main factor of the political instability and the conflictual destabilization of Libya: Qatar, on the one 

hand, and Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Egypt and Bahrain on the other, would be using 

pretexts to take control of the country’s oil and gas exports.2 

And Libya is a critical factor of the Mediterranean stability and represent a possible critical 

element for the security of the regional balances. Despite the dialogue process involving the two 

major factions, Libya is still completely lawless and with large areas out of control.3 

The Tripoli based government leaded by Fayez Al-Sarraj (GNA – Government of National 

Accord), formally recognized by the International community and supported by Turkey, Qatar and 

Algeria, and, on the other hand, the Tobruch House of Representatives (HoR), supported by the 

military front leaded by the general Khalifa Haftar backed by Saudi Arabia, Egypt and United Arab 

Emirates, agreed the 25th of July in Paris on a negotiation process, after the Shkirat agreement 

signed in Morocco in 2015 and the meeting of Abu Dhabi the 2nd of May. 

The general institutional chaos represent a fertile stalemate where terrorist, militias, local 

power groups, proxies and organized crimes have grown during the past four years. Here, these 

tribal militias, local power groups and other groups have settled themselves into local economies 

creating strong trade networks and taxed the illegitimate economies.4 

In particular, the Al-Tabu, a tribal group in the southern part of Libya, has advantaged the most 

from migrant smuggling. Smugglers that bring Africans across Libya's southern border pay off the 

ethnic al-Tabu militia who are tasked with controlling the border. 

More in general, legal and illegal businesses are profit-driven. Smuggling of weapons, drug, 

oil and human trafficking is a rational choice to increase profits; this theoretical assumption describe 

the evolving situation in Libya where crime has become as an economic activity and the perpetrators 

are people who rationally maximize their businesses calculating and balancing opportunities, profits, 

risks and costs. 

  

                                                 
1  Chiara Sulmoni, Il mercato degli schiavi, documentary, Laser, RSI - Rete Due, August 2017. 
2  Mustafa Sanalla, How to save Libya from itself? Protect its oil from its politics, The New York Times, June 19, 2017, 

in https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/19/opinion/libya-and-another-oil-curse.html. 
3  Valeria Ferrante, Mare nero, in “Petrolio”, reportage RAI 1, October 7, 2017. 
4  Erin Banco, Drug And Human Trafficking In 'Lawless' Libya Is Funding ISIS, “International Business Times”,  16 July 

2015, in http://www.ibtimes.com/drug-human-trafficking-lawless-libya-funding-isis-2010322  

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/19/opinion/libya-and-another-oil-curse.html
http://www.ibtimes.com/drug-human-trafficking-lawless-libya-funding-isis-2010322
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Illegal border-crossing and smuggling of migrants: new modus operandi, old approach to 

profits 

Concerning the illegal border-crossing and smuggling of migrants the so-called “Central 

Mediterranean route” to Europe, mainly through Libya, is the most prominent in terms of the number 

of detections. Nigerians and Eritreans are the two most detected nationalities on this route. 

A statistical approach based on a quantitative analytic method was applied to a scientific 

analysis presented at the Cambridge University and published in 20165; this research is based on 

the information collected and shared by European Agency FRONTEX and is focused on 

humanitarian and military operations (e.g., Aenas, Mare Nostrum, Triton, EUNAVFOR MED Sophia). 

Its starts analysis on the activities of the operations that have been patrolling the Mediterranean sea 

in order to tackle the flux of migrants from Africa to Europe (mainly Italy: Sicily, Calabria, and Apulia 

regions), officially with the purpose of “rescue or enforce”: what emerges by the evidences is that 

these operations provide a sort of “safe-net” for migrants, but at the same time it provides an 

economic opportunity for the human trafficking organizations in terms of retrieve revenues and profits 

on one smuggling ring. It means that the arrivals increase, and the consequent illegal business 

augment, proceed in parallel with the international commitment to human trafficking contrast 

operations and search and rescue activities.  

Comparing two periods between 2011 and 2016 (with and without the sea operations), the 

reported results show that operations increased migration flows, thereby proving not effective for 

enforcement aims but important for saving human lives. 

In brief, the study, reported the unintended outcomes of the sea operations were: firstly, to 

stimulate departures, and therefore the need for human smuggling; secondly, to provide an indirect 

support to the criminal organizations’ objectives, because the “safe net” organization works as an 

insurance package to the “services” provided by smugglers. 

The high amount of migrants moving mainly from Africa to Europe during the period 2015-2016 

has created a growing lucrative migrant trade. The value of the migrant trade dwarfs any other 

trafficking and smuggling business in the region. In terms of incomes the smuggling organizations 

took an estimated profit around 253millions euros per year in Libya alone6 (with an increase of about 

64million euros per year), and the estimated amount of 1,2 billion USD considering the 

transcontinental phenomenon from Asia and Africa through Libya. 

The detail of the smuggling economic incomes (reported data related to the single steps of the 

travel) is structured as follows: 

- stage 1: 850 euros per-capita (departure from the country of origin); 

- stage 2: 2,500 euros per-capita (ransom connected to kidnapping by criminal groups: paid by 5% 

of total arrivals); 

- stage 3: 1,350 euros per-capita (sea crossing); 

- stage 4: 210 euros per-capita (transfer within Italy: paid by 80% of the total of arrivals);7 

- stage 5: 1-2,000 euros per-capita (transfer from Italy to another European country). 

  

                                                 
5 Carlo Amenta, Paolo Di Betta, Calogero Ferrara, Criminal organizations smuggling migrants in the Mediterranean Sea: 

an economic perspective, Paper, Royal Economic Society Annual Conference 2017, April 2017, in 
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Criminal-organizations-smuggling-migrants-in-the-Mediterranean-Sea-an-
economic-perspective. 

6 Libya criminal economies in the trans-Sahara, The Global Initiative Against Transnational Crime Report, May 2015. 
7  Carlo Amenta, Paolo Di Betta, Calogero Ferrara, Criminal organizations smuggling migrants in the Mediterranean 

Sea: an economic perspective, Paper, Royal Economic Society Annual Conference 2017, April 2017, in 
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Criminal-organizations-smuggling-migrants-in-the-Mediterranean-Sea-an-
economic-perspective. 

https://www.researchgate.net/project/Criminal-organizations-smuggling-migrants-in-the-Mediterranean-Sea-an-economic-perspective
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Criminal-organizations-smuggling-migrants-in-the-Mediterranean-Sea-an-economic-perspective
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Criminal-organizations-smuggling-migrants-in-the-Mediterranean-Sea-an-economic-perspective
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Criminal-organizations-smuggling-migrants-in-the-Mediterranean-Sea-an-economic-perspective
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In brief, price paid by migrants per capita is about 1,200 euros (only for the travel). 

The general costs (food, accommodation, security, vessels) amount to no more than 35% of 

the total revenues. The total amount of the criminal incomes connected with human trafficking is 

based on the recorded numbers, analysis and forecasts regarding the phenomenon evolution in the 

short time; it is assessed that the number of migrants through North Africa to Europe will reach a 

rate between 250.000 and 300.000 individuals in the current year (gender balance of 85% male and 

15% women) mainly from Nigeria (15%), Bangladesh (12%), Gambia (11%), Guinea (11%), Cote 

d’Ivoire (9%), Syria (2%) and Iraq (1%). 

In Western Libya, the migrants arrive from Agadez in the Niger, and would be gathered in 

warehouses located in Qatrun, Awbari, Sabha and Murzuq. Al-Tabu and Tuareg traffickers facilitate 

migrant crossings of the southern border.8 

In Sabha, members of the Awlad Suleiman tribe are reportedly organizing the smuggling. From 

Ghadamis to Bani Walid and Nalut, the Zintanis Mohamed Maatoug and Ali Salek are frequently 

mentioned as major transporters of migrants and drug (cannabis). On the coast, the main facilitators 

are based in Zawia, Zuwara and Sabrata (the main departing area).9 

In Eastern Libya the route is managed by “fixers” from Eritrea, Ethiopia and Somalia, who 

identify individuals for departure and handle the finances. Libyans are in charge for transportation 

within their territory. The coordination in the border region of Kufra is supposedly organized among 

the al-Tabu, Zways and elements of the Rapid Support Forces in the Sudan deployed along the 

border with the Sudan. Most of the migrants were taken from Kufra to Ajdabiya. It is interesting put 

in evidence the fact that migrants would be employed by the Petroleum Facilities Guard for demining 

operations.10 

The trafficking organization is based on structures and sub-organizations and individual roles 

that are adaptable and able to be resilient to countermeasures and contrast policies applied by local 

governments and international organizations. These roles and structures include, but are not limited 

to, investors (who put forward funding), recruiters (seek out potential migrants), transporters 

(assisting roles), corrupt public officials/protectors (furniture of documents, visas, ecc.), informers 

(gather information about ground and sea border surveillance), guides and crew members, enforcers 

(maintaining order and security providers), debt collectors (usually operating within the arrival 

countries), money launderers, general supporting personnel/specialists.11 

Looking at the Libyan migrants flows there are more than 250 illegal migrants’ hotspots 

reported in Africa which structures are able to change and to adapt in order to avoid contrast policies 

effects and countermeasures. What emerges is the organizations’ high level capabilities to match 

supply with demand through technology and social media in order to avoid controls and borders’ 

security systems. 

According to a recent study published by “eCrime” (University of Trento), new technologies 

play an important role in activities finalized to recruitment, transport and smuggling of migrants 

avoiding the risk of direct links between “service providers” and “users”. 

One more important aspects is represented by the use of ‘advertise travel offers’ both on the 

‘open web’ and the so-called “dark web” useful both for human, drug, weapons and oil smuggling.  

  

                                                 
8  Sami Zaptia, UN report cites numerous sources of illegal funding for Libyan militias, The Libya Herald, June 14, 2017, 

in https://www.libyaherald.com/2017/06/14/un-report-cites-numerous-sources-of-illegal-funding-for-libyan-militias/  
9  Ibidem. 
10  Ibidem. 
11  Alexis Aronowitz, Gerda Theuermann, Elena Tyurykanova, Analyzing the Business Model of Trafficking in Human 

Beings to Better Prevent the Crime, Technical Report, OSCE, May 2010.  

https://www.libyaherald.com/2017/06/14/un-report-cites-numerous-sources-of-illegal-funding-for-libyan-militias/
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In addition involved subjects contributing to the criminal organizations have specific know-how and 

adequate skills concerning national laws, international agreements and regulations about visas and 

asylum seekers procedures; in particular they are updated and competent on national law systems 

weaknesses. 

These capabilities associated to aggressive and experienced approaches have obtained as 

results an increase in online recruitments through the social-networks and a decrease in the age of 

migrants (Facebook is the main social-network exploited by the organized crime, followed by 

Instagram and Twitter) more impressionable by catchy online advertisement recalling to “travel to 

Europe”, “visas Schengen”, itineraries, prices, associated to European symbols and institutions.12 

 

The oil connection: organized crime and terrorism from Libya to Italy and Malta. 

The National Oil Corporation (NOC) confirmed that only 16 companies are legally authorized 

to buy Libyan crude oil and to charter shipping tankers from Libyan ports for 2017: ENI, Total, OMV, 

Repsol, Rosneft, LukOil, Cepsa, Saras, API, Glencore, Socar, Unipec, Vitol, Gunvor, Petraco, and 

BB Energy. 

But, even if contrasted, groups and organization abusing the current status of political division 

in Libya by entering into illegal contracts with unknown or unqualified companies connected with the 

international oil trafficking.13 

Oil trafficking is a threat for the Libyan government and has negative impact on regional 

stability because the trafficking organizations have taken advantage conducting illegal oil business 

with neighboring countries, Tunisia particularly where fuel is transported from Zawia to Zuwara, 

Ajaylat, Riqdalin and Jumayl and then smuggled by land onward to the country. A growing business 

that is based on the lower prices in Libya, where the oil is subsidized, and sold abroad where the 

price is higher: the government spends 541 million euros in compensation while the oil trafficking 

cost to the country over 3,5 billion euros in lost revenues and most of its financial reserves. Furtherly, 

this business has caused vast shortages of fuel in the country, disrupting different vital activities. 

Contrast to oil traffickers has been taken to the western region, along the Libyan-Tunisian borders, 

through the border guards and Nalut Brigade.14 

But, despite the micro-economy gravitating around the selling of oil, we must put in evidence 

the strategic business involving local power groups, militias and transnational organized crime with 

a negative impact on the relationship among Libya, Italy and Malta, which organized crimes are 

involved in the illegal oil trade. 

Recently, the chairman of the Libyan Parliament’s Economy Committee, Ali Gatrani, has 

formally requested to the Maltese Ambassador in Tripoli to induce its government to take action 

against those involved in the oil trafficking between Libya and Malta, expecting the Maltese 

authorities to stop the illicit smuggling which is also financing terrorism. 

This is not the first time such claims have been made. The issue was recently also highlighted 

by the United Nations Panel of Experts on Libya Report released on July 1 2017, while the magazine 

“Libya Herald” indicated the Zawia’s coast guard as active participants in oil smuggling.15 

Because the critical situation the UN Security Council has decided to extend until 15 November 

2018 the mandate of its Panel of Experts on Libya – as well as sanctions related to the illegal export 

of oil.  

                                                 
12  Virgilio Carrara Sutour, Smuggling of migrants. Nuove modalità, vecchie logiche, L’Indro, 27 luglio 2017. 
13  John Lee, NOC warns oil market against illegal contracts, Libya Business, March 28, 2017. 
14  Libyan border guards, Nalut Brigade shut Libyan-Tunisian border in face of oil smuggling, in www.libyaobserver.ly, 

13 March 2017. 
15  Sami Zaptia, UN report cites numerous sources of illegal funding for Libyan militias, The Libya Herald, June 14, 

2017, in https://www.libyaherald.com/2017/06/14/un-report-cites-numerous-sources-of-illegal-funding-for-libyan-
militias/ 

https://www.libyaherald.com/2017/06/14/un-report-cites-numerous-sources-of-illegal-funding-for-libyan-militias/
https://www.libyaherald.com/2017/06/14/un-report-cites-numerous-sources-of-illegal-funding-for-libyan-militias/
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Condemning attempts to illicitly export both crude oil and, for the first time, refined products from 

Libya, the Council further decided that measures would apply to vessels loading, transporting or 

discharging oil, including by parallel institutions which are not acting under the authority of the 

Government of National Accord. 

On 26 of July, the European Council broadened the operation’s mandate to conduct 

surveillance and gather intelligence on illegal oil exports from Libya, train and advise Libyan 

coastguard and enhance information sharing between EU member states and enforcement 

agencies.16 In accordance with its formal intent, the European Union declares it will play an active 

role in supporting oil smuggling contrast; in compliance with this commitment the mandate of 

EUNAVFORMED Operation “Sophia”, focused on the smuggling of people and arms in Libyan 

waters, is currently tasked with monitoring illegal oil trafficking from Libya and liaise with the Libyan 

state National Oil Company (N.O.C.) in order to ban rogue ship-tankers. The European Union’s anti-

smuggling mission leaded by Italy, recently extended the mandate until 31 December 2018. 

Besides the contacts between mafia and terrorist groups in weapons and drugs smuggling, as 

previously reported, Italian police are investigating on the possible direct partnership between Mafia 

and the Islamic State on the oil trafficking.17 But, even if oil from Syria and Libya have ended up in 

some Italy’s oil refineries, as well as in Turkey and Malta as confirmed by the aforementioned UN 

Panel of Experts on Libya,18 it is neither assessed that Isis and the mafia are involved nor confirmed 

that major Italian oil refineries would knowingly accept supplies of dubious provenance. 

But police found that the quantity of oil originating from Syria and Libya exceeded the inventory 

of some Italian refineries. Investigators do not confirms if terrorist groups (Isis or others) are involved 

in it because traces disappear thanks to fake intermediaries, but investigations had shown mafia’s 

involvement in the oil trafficking. 

The modus operandi is steady and well structured: the traffickers set up shell companies 

abroad, formally presented as regular oil exporters, sold directly to petrol pump operators at a very 

low price, and then closed down their companies evading VAT and laundering money. In Italy, the 

business is assessed at 2 billion euros per year last year.19 

According to Davide Tabarelli, president of the consultancy Nomisma Energia, it is possible 

that smuggled oil trafficking would be imported into Italy from Libya via companies based mainly in 

Malta.20 The smuggling of crude oil is conducted by small tankers operating out of Turkey, Malta and 

Libya and would meet with larger vessels in the central Mediterranean. The ships would switch-off 

their radio transponder while they transshipped the oil and reappear on monitors when the vessel is 

on its way back to Libya and the mother ship is moving towards ports in Italy (Sicily, north-central 

Italy) and south France (Marseilles). In May Libya’s coastguard has reportedly seized two foreign-

flagged tankers for allegedly trafficking oil following a gun battle near Zuwara: one vessel was 

Ukrainian while the other was Congolese.21 

  

                                                 
16  EU extends mandate of naval operation in Mediterranean, The Washington Post, July 25, 2017, in 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/eu-extends-mandate-of-naval-operation-in-
mediterranean/2017/07/25/ab4346fc-7137-11e7-8c17-533c52b2f014_story.html?utm_term=.26e2a9499617  

17  Report of the “Nucleo Speciale di Polizia Valutaria della Guardia di Finanza”, February 2017 cited by La 
Repubblica, July 31, 2017. 

18  Giuliano Foschini, Fabio Tonacci, Dalla Libia e dalla Siria il greggio di contrabbando viene portato nelle raffinerie 
della Penisola e rivenduto triplicando il prezzo. E nell'affare spunta l'ombra della mafia, La Repubblica, July 31, 
2017. 

19  Andrea Rossetti, president of Assopetroli, interviewed by La Repubblica, July 31, 2017. 
20  Giuliano Foschini, Fabio Tonacci, Dalla Libia e dalla Siria il greggio di contrabbando…, cited. 
21  John Lee, Tankers Seized after Shootout at Sea, Libya Business, May 2, 2017. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/eu-extends-mandate-of-naval-operation-in-mediterranean/2017/07/25/ab4346fc-7137-11e7-8c17-533c52b2f014_story.html?utm_term=.26e2a9499617
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/eu-extends-mandate-of-naval-operation-in-mediterranean/2017/07/25/ab4346fc-7137-11e7-8c17-533c52b2f014_story.html?utm_term=.26e2a9499617
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From this perspective what emerges is that discouraging any possible fraud in the oil sector 

can have a strategic value in countering financing terrorism. The changed role of the operation 

EUNAVFORMED operation Sophia indicates the European concerns and its intention to solve the 

problem. 

 

Drug as system of payment for illicit businesses 

We must consider the opportunistic links between terrorist groups, militias, armed opposition 

groups and organized and local crime in drug trafficking. 

In particular, as the Islamic State’s capability to maintain ground control continues to be 

reduced, primary revenue-generating streams are reducing. This is forcing the group to seek new, 

opportunistic revenue streams to exploit, including drug trafficking, to make business. It is well-known 

the link between terrorist and organized crime groups, in particular drug trafficking.22 

As reported by the New York Times,23 the Libyan coastline in the eastern region of Cyrenaica 

and the cities of Benghazi, Derna, Tobruch and especially Surt were all destinations for part of the 

drug ships. Here, the terrorist group and the local militias and power groups would have been able 

to exact a tax for the drugs’ “customs clearance”. 

In 2013 on the Italian navy discovered a new drug trafficking route connecting Italy (Sicily) to 

Sicily,24 intercepting the lucrative new drug trafficking that pushed far to the east along the coast of 

Northern Africa, and directed to Libya, in zone where opposition armed groups are competing for the 

power and the trafficking businesses. 

Further investigation reported that drugs were taken also through Islamic State-controlled 

Libyan areas and taxed by the group. Other reports have detailed a transactional link between 

Islamic-State in Libya and Italian criminal organizations (Mafia, ‘Ndrangheta, and Camorra). In 2014-

2015, as reported by the European Drug Report 2016,25 have been seized in the Mediterranean 280 

tons of hashish valued at 2.8 billion euros; no vessels have been seized on the Mediterranean route 

in 2016. 

The drugs, mainly from Morocco, were not ending up in Libya but, as confirmed by 

investigations on the drug shipments’ movements, travel through Egypt and then on to Europe 

through the Balkans (see fig. 1). 

In the complex, it is estimate that the drug business through the Mediterranean route, involving 

Libya and Libyan actors it is about 400 million euros per year. 

The armed opposition group Jund al-Khilafa operating in Libya has supposedly profited from 

giving armed protection to cocaine smugglers, while the Islamic-State has been making business 

from the smuggling of cannabis from Iraq through Syria and Turkey into Europe and it is reported 

that Islamic-State fighters are widely using “captagon”, nicknamed “jihad pills”, an amphetamine that 

override feelings of pain, induces euphoria and induces fighters to remain awake for prolonged 

battles.26 It is estimate that the “captagon” market could be worth approximately 1.17 billion euros.27 

                                                 
22  European Parliament report, Europe’s Crime-Terror Nexus: in the European Union, 2012. 
23  Rukmini Callimachi, Lorenzo Tondo, Scaling up a drug trade, straight through Isis turf, The New York Times, 

September 13, 2016, in https://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/14/world/europe/italy-morocco-isis-drug-trade.html?_r=0. 
24  Ibidem. 
25  European Drug Report 2016, in http://www.emcdda.europa.eu/system/files/publications/2637/TDAT16001ENN.pdf  
26  Colin P. Clarke, ISIS Is So Desperate It’s Turning to the Drug Trade, The Fortune, July 24, 2017, in 

http://fortune.com/2017/07/24/isis-mosul-defeated-news-territory-islamic-state-drugs/. 
27  The Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime, The nexus of conflict and illicit drug trafficking, Report, 

November 2016, in http://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/global-initiative-the-nexus-of-conflict-and-
illicit-drug-trafficking--syria-and-the-wider-region-november-2016_low.pdf 

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/14/world/europe/italy-morocco-isis-drug-trade.html?_r=0
http://www.emcdda.europa.eu/system/files/publications/2637/TDAT16001ENN.pdf
http://fortune.com/2017/07/24/isis-mosul-defeated-news-territory-islamic-state-drugs/
http://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/global-initiative-the-nexus-of-conflict-and-illicit-drug-trafficking--syria-and-the-wider-region-november-2016_low.pdf
http://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/global-initiative-the-nexus-of-conflict-and-illicit-drug-trafficking--syria-and-the-wider-region-november-2016_low.pdf
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According to the US Combating Terrorism Center28 terrorist groups have relied on drug 

smuggling as a way to make low level business called “micro-financing the Caliphate”,  useful to 

procure the resources necessary for planning terrorist attacks (such as weapons, vehicles, logistical 

support and cell phones).29 

What emerges is the possibility that the drugs trafficking were part of a bigger scheme, possibly 

involving weapons smuggling business involving Libya and in part passing through Cyprus. 

Considering that Libya is not a country whit a high consuming-level of drugs (hashish), it is assessed 

that drug may be a system of payment, a kind of coin.30 

 

 
Fig. 1. The new Mediterranean drug route. (Source: The New York Times) 

 

Libya as epicenter of illicit weapons trade 

During more than four decades of Qaddafi regime, Libya was the primary and most relevant 

North Africa’s donor of weapons to armed opposition groups and terrorists. 

Libya has been indicated as the main subject involved in the illegal weapons trade fueling 

conflicts in 14 countries.31 Reports from Syria, for example, offers a profile of a complex effort to 

transport weapons from Libya to Syria’s armed opposition groups in 2013, mostly formed by 

extremist fighters, some of them aligned with Al Qaeda, able to pay for the Libyan weapons’ stocks 

thanks to other illicit trades. Those weapons have been sent directly and indirectly, by ships or flights, 

to several Syrian armed opposition groups in Turkey. From Turkey, Syrian groups distributed the 

weapons in accordance with their own preferences.32 

At present, Libya had become a primary source of weapons, such as rifles, machine guns, 

rocket-propelled grenades, small arms ammunition and mortar rounds besides complex equipment, 

including MANPADs (portable air defense systems)33 and anti-tank weapons. 

In 2013 non-lethal equipment was allowed to enter Libya when the UNSC eased its sanctions 

as the UN warned Tripoli about the spread of weapons to nearby states. But shortly after, the UN 

sanctions committee found several violations of the arms embargo, such as transfers of weapons to 

the private market. One instance resulted in the dissipation of almost 1.7 million euros in funds.  

                                                 
28  Magnus Ranstorp, Microfinancing the Caliphate: How the Islamic State is Unlocking the Assets of European 

Recruits, May 2016, in https://ctc.usma.edu/posts/microfinancing-the-caliphate-how-the-islamic-state-is-unlocking-
the-assets-of-european-recruits  

29  Ibidem. 
30  Statement of Prosecutor Maurizio Agnello, in Rukmini Callimachi, Lorenzo Tondo, Scaling up a drug trade, straight 

through Isis turf, cited. 
31  UN's independent panel on Libya’s sanctions, 2014 final report. 
32  Libya is epicenter of illicit arms trade – UN, December 23, 2014, in https://www.rt.com/news/libya-illegal-arms-

trade-986/  
33  Ibidem.  

https://ctc.usma.edu/posts/microfinancing-the-caliphate-how-the-islamic-state-is-unlocking-the-assets-of-european-recruits
https://ctc.usma.edu/posts/microfinancing-the-caliphate-how-the-islamic-state-is-unlocking-the-assets-of-european-recruits
https://www.rt.com/news/libya-illegal-arms-trade-986/
https://www.rt.com/news/libya-illegal-arms-trade-986/
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Regarding the more recent dynamics connected with the weapons trafficking, it is reported that 

Mafia, Camorra and ‘Ndrangheta (three Italian organized-crime rings) are involved in trading 

weapons with terrorist groups in change of stolen ancient artifacts from Libya.34 

The Italian organized-crime acquire the archaeological finds from armed opposition groups or 

terrorists in Libya exchanging them with weapons, such as Kalashnikov rifles and rocket-propelled 

grenades deriving from a long-standing weapons-trafficking with Russia, Moldova, and the Ukraine. 

These weapons are either smuggled back to Libya on the container ships or left in Europe to be 

picked up by foreign fighters there.  

It is a clear evidence that the trafficking of illegal ancient artifacts, also extended to Libya, funded 

terrorism: it is a large black-market that finances a network of smugglers, profiteers, tomb raiders 

and Jihadi groups in Iraq, Syria, Libya, and Egypt.35 

But, as reported by the UN Libya Experts Panel final report released July the 1st 2017, besides 

the weapons available at the Italian black-market, weapons and equipment available in Libya 

includes heavier and more sophisticated systems: for example the Milan anti-tank system including 

four missiles being available for 7.600 euros. In some cases, the report adds, fighters and weapons 

are on offer together as an operational set on the market. 

In particular, the weapons trafficking within Libya is an important source of income for several 

opposition armed groups. Active arms trading have been reported at markets in Zintan, Misrata, 

Ajdabiya and Waw; local arms trading is also organized through virtual markets through the social-

network and the dark-web, as confirmed by the weapons offered for sale on Libyan Facebook 

accounts. 36 

Besides conventional weapons and military equipment, armed groups are also involved in the 

business of modifying nonlethal apparatus, such as pickup trucks, blank firing guns or ammunition, 

for military use. 37 

In addition, as indicated by the aforementioned UN report, the armed opposition groups and 

militias have substantial free-access to military other sophisticated equipment.  

The report indicates how armed opposition groups from eastern Libya and Misratah have increased 

their air force capability through transfers of materiel (mainly from external supporters), the 

refurbishment of previously unserviceable aircraft and the expansion of military airbases. 

 

 

                                                 
34  Statement of the Italian Ministry of Interior, October 18, 2016. 
35 Barbie Latza Nadeau, Italian mob trades weapons for looted art from ISIS in Libya, The Daily Beast, October 18, 

2016, in http://www.thedailybeast.com/italian-mob-trades-weapons-for-looted-art-from-isis-in-libya 
36 Sami Zaptia, UN report cites numerous sources of illegal funding for Libyan militias, cited. 
37 Ibidem. 
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