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T
he internet has been crucial in the battle against 
middle east dictatorships over the past few 
months. in Libya, cyber-dissidents got around 
censorship and the regime’s shutdown of the in-

ternet to tell the whole world about the uprising and the 
authorities’ repression of the population, unaware they 
were launching the country’s first free media outlets.

The online news work continues as part of the war, but in 
the east of the country, beyond the control of the regime, 
a whole “media revolution” has taken place. after 42 years 
of dictatorship, an energetic “free media” driven by a new 
generation of “citizen journalists” has emerged through the 
creation of many newspapers and radio and TV stations.
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Media under control despite 
sMall opening-up in 2007
The regime tried to put on a new face to the world after in-
ternational sanctions against it were lifted in 2004. but des-
pite efforts by Gaddafi’s son seif al-islam to open up and 
modernize it, the media has remained under control of the 
regime and its movement of revolutionary Committees.

seif al-islam’s firm al-Ghad authorized in august 2007 
the founding of the first two privately-owned newspapers, 
Oea and Quryana, and a new satellite TV station, Al-Li-
biya. The foreign press appeared in newsstands after 25 
years of being banned. Al-Jazeera could be viewed on 
cable TV and more people used the internet in their ho-
mes. Three foreign news agencies, including the french 
Agence France-Presse, opened their first offices in Tripoli. 
but the authorities only grudgingly issue official accredita-
tions and getting entry visas is still very complicated.

The press seems to be a little more outspoken but this is only 
skin-deep. no newspaper is really independent and state 
and privately-owned media are still propaganda mouthpie-
ces of the regime and the only permitted political party.
 
Journalists continue to live in fear of reprisals and censor 
themselves in the face of laws that threaten them. They 
risk prison or death if they mention human rights, freedom 
of expression or corruption and many who have dared to 
criticize the regime have been punished.

one of the country’s earliest cyber-dissidents, abdel ra-
zak al-mansouri, was jailed for 18 months in 2005 after 
criticising Gaddafi’s policies on the website Akhbar-Libya. 
The writer and journalist daif al-Ghazal, of the London-
based opposition website Libya Al-Youm and former mem-
ber of the movement of People’s Committees, was tortured 
before being murdered in benghazi the same year. others 
vanished into the country’s prisons. 

censorship backed by repres-
sive laws and four taboos
 
seif al-islam Gaddafi defined media freedom in a speech 
in 2007, mentioning four topics that were taboo: 

 any talk of applying islamic law 

 The “stability” of Libya (corruption)

 The country’s geographical unity 
(tribalism especially the berbers)

 any criticism of The Guide of the Libyan 
Jamahiriya (Gaddafi) and his associates
 
but freedom of expression is guaranteed to Libyans in ar-
ticle 13 of the 1969 national constitution, though “within 
the limits of public interest and the principles of the revo-
lution.” despite amendments to the penal code in 2003, 
and other changes to it in 2009, clauses about the me-
dia have not changed. The press law, drafted in 1972, is 
especially harsh. article 178 of the penal code provides 
life imprisonment for putting out any news that could “tar-
nish the country’s reputation or undermine confidence in 
it abroad.” article 207 provides for the death penalty for 
“anyone who advocates inside Libya, by whatever means, 
theories or principles aiming to change the basic tenets 
of the national constitution or the basic structures of the 
social system, or aiming to overthrow the state’s political, 
social or economic structures.”

gaddafi’s libya, 
one of the world’s 
harshest regiMes
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return to nationalization and 
claMpdown in 2009-10
The government takeover in June 2009 of the TV station 
Al-Libiya and the launch of a new government station, Al-
Wasat, marked the end of the opening-up begun in 2007.

The daily paper Oea, which remained in private hands, 
openly criticized the takeover and the regime’s control of 
the media. Claiming they had not paid bills, the national 
media authority stopped Oea et Quryana being printed 
and they both closed in January 2010. Al-Jazeera was re-
moved from the cable TV network. as criticism mounted, 
the regime set up a new regulatory body called “niyaba 
as-sihafa”, whose main job is hunting down journalists 
and media outlets who report corruption. Cyrenaica (eas-
tern Libya), a historic centre of rebellion, was the focus of 
this repression. 

increased surveillance in 
cyrenaica
Libya comprises Tripolitania (west), Cyrenaica (east) and 
fezzan (south). The east has always been marginalized 
and overdue efforts to appease its inhabitants, notably 
through seif al-islam’s “athens of africa” tourism project 
after the 2007 Cyrene declaration, have changed nothing. 
This estrangement of eastern Libya is a threat to the re-
gime, which has paid close attention to the region’s media, 
seen as a hotbed of “dissidence.”
 
four journalists from the programme « Massaa Al-Kheir 
Benghazi » (Good evening, benghazi) on Radio Benghazi 
were arrested on 16 february 2010 (and freed the next 
morning) after talking about corruption in the city. The sta-
tion’s director was forced to sack them and the program-
me “suspended.” 

access to foreign-based independent websites – inclu-
ding Libya Al-Ayoum, Al-Manara, Jeel Libya, Libya Wat-
tana, Libya Al-Mustakbal – was blocked inside the country 
from January 2010.

access to youTube was suspended after it showed films of 
demonstrations in benghazi by relatives of those massa-
cred inside abu salim prison in 1996. The site also showed 
the cavortings of Gaddafi’s children at parties and these 

were considered harmful to the regime’s image. Journalist 
mohamed suraiti was summoned by the benghazi prose-
cutor after he reported on Al-Jazeera Online a sexual ha-
rassment scandal in July 2010. Two other journalists, atef 
al-atrash and Khalid mohair, were questioned after details 
of administrative corruption were posted online.

it was no surprise that Cyrenaica, the birthplace of the 
senussi monarchy, was the first region to rise up against 
Gaddafi’s regime and that the rebels waved the late King 
idris i’s red, black and green flag with star and crescent 
or the portrait of their hero omar al-mokhtar, the “militant” 
sheikh known as the Lion of the desert (from a village near 
Tobruk), who was a leader of the revolt against the italian 
colonizers, who hung him in 1931.

eastern Libya has never accepted the young Lieut. Gad-
dafi’s overthrow in 1969 of King idris (a descendant of 
mohamed ben ali as-senussi, founder of the senussi 
brotherhood in 1843). The region has more links with the 
mashrek group of countries to the east and has often dis-
played hostility to the central government. it has aspired to 
freedom since ancient times.

When Gaddafi abandoned the nasserite model in 1977 
for a “state of the masses” (The Great socialist People’s 
Libyan arab Jamahiriya, inspired by the russian and 
Chinese communist models), his supporters persecuted 
the senussi chiefs, ransacked the holy places of Cyrenai-
ca, seizing the property of religious foundations to impose 
“progressive islam.” The sufi senussi brotherhood, a fun-
damentalist religious order, advocates returning to early 
islam. Gaddafi mistrusts intellectuals and local journalists 
who might use religion as a political force. meetings and 
discussions in the press or online, especially about islam, 
are closely watched by “the niyaba as-sihafa”.

Well before the revolt began on 17 february 2011, Cyre-
naica had several times risen up against the regime and 
been harshly repressed, notably in 1976, when student 
dissidents were hanged, and in 1980 after an army mutiny 
in Tobruk. 

The 1990s saw guerrilla activity there by the Libyan isla-
mic fighting Group and the Libyan islamic martyrs mo-
vement in response to the hanging of nine of their jihadist 
members who tried to assassinate soviet advisers in To-
bruk, which led to declaration of a state of siege in derna. 
Gaddafi cracked down hard on islamist groups between 
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1995 and 1998 and his warplanes bombed their hideouts 
in the mountainous al-akhdar region that stretches from 
benghazi to Tobruk.
 
a major crackdown followed an attack on the italian 
consulate in benghazi on 17 february 2006, when 10 
demonstrators were killed protesting against anti-islamic 
remarks by roberto Calderoli, a leader of italy’s right-wing 
northern League party, and against the publication in eu-
rope of cartoons of the prophet mohamed.
 
Cyrenaica has also been punished economically for its 
“dissidence” by being shut off from the oil bonanza, even 
though eastern towns such as ras Lanuf and brega are 
some of the country’s biggest oil centres. benghazi, the 
city that has dared to defy Gaddafi, has been cast out by 
the regime. 
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G
addafi was worried about the effect of the 2011 
“arab spring” on Libya’s people. The regime 
learned from Tunisia and egypt about the 
“danger” of the internet. but despite countless 

arrests in recent months, the authorities have not managed 
to silence online appeals for demonstrations. as the 17 fe-
bruary revolt began, young Libyans were already voicing 
their overwhelming opposition to the regime on facebook, 
Twitter and youTube.

cyber-dissidents replace 
the MainstreaM Media
Writer and political commentator Jamal al-hajji, a former 
political prisoner, called on 1 february for pro-democracy 
demonstrations in Libya, similar to those in Tunisia, egypt 
and other arab countries. he was arrested by plainclothes 
secret police in Tripoli who said it was for a traffic acci-
dent.

anonymous facebook activists called for a “day of rage” 
in Libya on 17 february. Visitors to the page increased 
from 4,400 on 14 february to 14 000 two days later. The 
protest day coincided with the fifth anniversary of clashes 
in benghazi when security forces killed 10 demonstrators 
attacking the italian consulate.

Lawyer fathi Tirbil, who is coordinating the defence for 
the families of the prisoners at abu salim prison, was ar-
rested by 23 secret police at his home in benghazi on 15 
february. he was making plans for a demonstration after 
gathering about 100 case-files of prisoners whose bodies 
had never been returned to their families. news of his ar-
rest spread quickly and colleagues and human rights acti-
vists assembled in front of police headquarters, where he 
was being interrogated, to demand his release. about 100 
other people joined them.

“a protest had been announced on facebook for 17 fe-
bruary but when i was arrested, we took the authorities 
by surprise, and this was our chance,” he told the french 
daily Le Monde. Late that night, Gaddafi’s secret police 
chief, abdallah senussi (one of the main people respon-
sible for the abu salim massacre), came to see Tirbil in 
his cell, suspecting him of being behind the “day of rage” 
appeal. he asked Tirbil to call it off. “i told him i couldn’t 
but i could talk to people if the police withdrew from the 
streets. he told me he didn’t want make a martyr of me.” at 
02.30 pm the next day, Tirbil was released after pressure 
from the demonstrators. The regime hoped it had calmed 
things down. Tirbil, nicknamed “the man who made the 
springtime,” was an unwitting trigger for the revolt.

The first rioting against the regime broke out in benghazi, 
the country’s second city, during the night of 15-16 fe-
bruary. security forces crushed the protest by firing on the 
protesters and the first pictures of the repression began 
circulating online. The next day, the editor and director of 
the online news site Irasa were arrested, along with blog-
ger mohamed al-ashim masmari, who had reported on 
the revolt for the BBC arabic service and Al-Jazeera.

other towns and cities answered the 17 february fa-
cebook protest call and people expressed their anger 
against the regime in the streets. The army barracks and 
police station in benghazi were attacked by demonstra-
tors and police and troops again opened fire, killing 24 
people, according to hospital sources.

but the government-controlled TV station showed only 
demonstrations in favour of the regime and the official Ja-
mahiriya News Agency reported the arrest of arab forei-
gners in eastern Libya allegedly trained to destabilize the 
country. This censorship and the little coverage of the re-
volt abroad spurred its participants to become journalists 
themselves, with only two weapons – the internet and their 
mobile phones. 

the birth of “free Media” 
in eastern libya
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Activists report their revolution online

ordinary citizens filmed the regime’s bloody repression in 
the streets with their mobile phones. They posted their vi-
deo and photo reports from the heart of the fighting on the 
social networking sites, and they were immediately seen 
around the world and relayed by the main international 
media.

an online clearing-house for Libyan news was organized as 
soon as the uprising began, with many activists all over the 
world, including some from the Libyan diaspora, helping 
Libyans get around the regime’s censorship. everyone was 
expecting a sudden cut-off in communications, as three 
months earlier access to facebook, Twitter and youTube 
and various blogs had been suspended.

as the uprising grew, and more and more damning pictu-
res circulated, the regime predictably cut off the internet 
on 18 february and two days later all phone lines out of 
the country.

despite the blackout, 
news continues to circulate
how the new mediA got Around 
the blocked internet

Throughout the crisis, the regime has been unsure what 
to do about access to the internet and has simply cut it 
off now and again throughout the country. The egyptian 

authorities cut it off entirely, while Libya allows very nar-
row access that apparently has the effect of paralysing 
the system.

This technical flaw was seized upon by Libyan hackers, 
helped by others abroad, including the anonymous 
group.

after working with dissidents in Tunisia and egypt, ano-
nymous launched an operation Libya a few weeks before 
clashes began to “help the brave people of Libya,” sen-
ding “care packs” enabling people to get round online 
censorship, exchange news with the outside world, dis-
tribute videos and organize meetings. anonymous hackti-
vists set up illegal proxy sites for use by citizen journalists 
with mobile phone videos and photos to post on youTube, 
facebook and Twitter, including pictures of burned and 
mutilated bodies from the “slaughterhouse” that one ano-
nymous member said Tripoli had become.
 
The regime caused very serious online disruption on 18 
february through the country’s main internet server, Libya 
Telecom and Technology (LTT), owned by Gaddafi’s son 
mohamed, which imposed an almost complete shutdown 
on 3 march. but the internet firm renesys says a handful 
of iP addresses still operate inside the country. a few Li-
byans can still get online but most have been cut off. The 
egyptian regime used the simple and brutal method of 
blocking the bGP (border Gateway Protocol) and dns 
(domain name server), which shut down all service. Libya 
did not block these key protocols but drastically reduced 
bandwidth, slowing down all operations. This made per-
fect sense to the regime, said James Cowie of renesys. 

benghazi - media center - credits: andreas stenger/aPs-medias
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“The internet is a valuable wartime resource, like a critical 
bridge over which supplies can flow. as long as you can 
deny it to your enemy, you don’t blow it up – you keep it 
intact for your own use.”

only 350,000 (5.5%) of Libya’s 6.5 million people have in-
ternet access, according to The opennet initiative in 2010. 
but this has not prevented the new media from organising 
online and playing a key part in the uprising.

online access in Libya is still problematic, which is a big 
obstacle for the emerging new media. except for isolated 
hacking to enable users to send news out of the country wi-
thout satellite connections, Libya is cut off from the world. 

without sAtellite link-ups, libyAn Are cut 
off from the outside world

The regime, blaming naTo, jammed the Tripoli-based 
mobile-phone network Libyana around 20 february and 
reportedly unplugged the eastern Libya undersea telecom 
cable linking the country to the outside world.

since then, Libyana has only worked inside the country and 
is always congested, with sometimes a dozen attempts nee-
ded to make a phone call. sim cards fetch about $150 on 
the black market. The few people with satellite-phones (such 
as Thurayas) can make international calls. on the battlefront, 
fighters who lost mobile phone links in the first few days now 
use more primitive ways of communication such as green 
flags to signal advance and red ones for retreat.

The national Transitional Council (nTC) announced in 
early april it had hacked into the online network used by 
the regime’s secret police to monitor communications. The 
regime sent several text-messages warning against an 
“islamist plot against Libya.” by hijacking and isolating this 
network, the rebels managed to relay calls via a satellite 
belonging to etilasat.

a team led by Libyan-american telecom executive 
ousama abushagar worked to set up the new online 
network independent of western Libya called free Libyana. 
“it was an unacceptable humanitarian situation that made 
us react,” he said. The Wall Street Journal reported that 
technical aid to the rebels included diplomatic support by 
the governments of Qatar and the United arab emirates. 
The effort to take control of the new system began on 

21 march and was completed by early april despite 
equipment being held up for nearly a week at the egyptian 
border crossing at salum.
 
but free Libyana is still mainly used by the minority in eas-
tern Libya with sat-phones, a key tool in wartime that most 
of the population, including the media, does not have.

the eMergence of 
“free Media” online
tweeting the revolution

Countless social network pages contain news from all 
over Libya. hackers and activists with sat-phones have 
enabled the first online media relayed by users around the 
world to continue their journalistic work and some websites 
have become important to the foreign media. The BBC’s 
arabic service and Al-Jazeera broadcast reports of the 
fighting sent out by flux streaming from freedomGroupTV, 
a station set up by the rebels in the heart of the besieged 
city of misrata. The british foreign office has posted a list 
of such sites on Twitter: http://twitter.com/#!/foreignoffice/
libyan-tweeters/

some exAmples on twitter:

@feb17voices: John scott-railton, a 28-year-old Califor-
nian, started and continued this Twitter thread with the 
help of Us-based Libyan expatriates. They get their news 
from about 100 Libyans they contacted first by phone, 
at the beginning of the uprising, and then by satellite or 
hacking since the regime’s shutdown. The team puts out 
first-person reports and videos and then turns them into 
articles. it took several weeks to get news from misrata, 
until sat-phones could be sent there on humanitarian aid 
boats. The audience is mainly journalists and Libyans.

@shababLibya: This thread has over 30,000 subscribers 
and its organizers say they are inspired by the Tunisian 
and egyptian revolutions. 

@sultanalqassemi: run by dubai-based sultan al-Qas-
sem, who writes for the british daily paper The Guardian 
and emirates daily The National, and follows events very 
closely through his contacts inside Libya and in the dias-
pora. Considered a reliable source by foreign media.
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@freedomGroupTV: Collective of activists providing rebel 
fighters with sat-phones and enabling them to film daily the 
battles in misrata. Transmits its videos by live streaming. 
daily interviews and an audio summary of the situation on 
the ground while the city is cut off from the outside.

and many others, including: @iyad_elbaghdadi, @newsin-
Libya, @ChangeinLibya, @Libya_United, @Libyanewmedia, 
@Libyan4life, @ibnomar2005, @libya2p0 and misrata 17.

The Us website smallworldnews.com is also helping Libya’s 
citizen journalists. founder and director brian Conley set 
up alive in Libya in early march, after earlier founding alive 
in baghdad, Tehran, mexico, Gaza, bahrain, egypt and 
afghanistan. The Libyan site enables emerging new media 
to structure themselves online. Conley and programming 
expert Louis abelman went to benghazi in march to train 
Libyans at the media Centre.

mohAmmed nAbbous, new fAce 
of citizen journAlism

benghazi telecoms engineer mohammed “mo” nabbous, 
a 28-year-old non-journalist activist, enabled the whole 
world to follow events daily in benghazi since the start of 
the uprising. he set up online Libya’s first independent TV 
station, Libya Al-Hurra TV (free Libya), broadcast in flux 
streaming through a satellite link, after being inspired by 
facebook at the start of the uprising. The site, which in-
clude a chat-room, is also run by a team of moderators 
abroad, drawn from the diaspora. nabbous’s wife said 
they got around censorship at first by hacking but soon 
got a satellite link. 

nabbous was in touch with several foreign news organi-
zations, including the french website streetPress.com, 
and deplored the thin coverage by foreign media, while 
he continued to report the regime’s abuses. a few hours 
before naTo’s military intervention began on 19 march, 
nabbous set off to film events. When the regime’s tanks 
arrived at the entrance to the city, hidden regime snipers 
opened fire and he was killed in the street.

he is considered a hero and martyr of the revolution and 
his photo can be seen in the streets of benghazi and at 
the media Centre there. his family continue to run his TV 
station and others have joined the satellite station Libya TV, 
set up by mahmoud shammam and the nTC.

new Media forM 
around the ntc
editoriAl line And stAff

The new generation of journalists is still battling to get out 
the news online but since 17 february they have also been 
energetically setting up newspapers and TV and radio sta-
tions in “free” Libya.

The new media outlets in the east lack equipment and in-
frastructure but are growing very fast. The constant pre-
sence of Gaddafi and his doctrines had long put Libyans 
off the media but now people snatch up newspapers in the 
street. The confusing mass of new publications is proof of 
people’s great need to speak out and exchange opinions 
after years of repression and surveillance by the regime’s 
movement of People’s Committees. 

student volunteers (aged between 20 and 30) left the uni-
versity (closed because of the civil war) and joined the 
new media, most of them with no experience at all. They 
started out by posting news online for the rest of the world. 
now they are working to build solid structures and are 
bubbling over with ideas. amid a certain disorganization 
due to both novelty and the context of the fighting, they are 
eager to get their point of view heard and working actively 
to create one of the pillars of democracy.

Writers, filmmakers, lawyers, doctors, intellectuals (inclu-
ding from the diaspora) have enthusiastically supported 
the new media after 42 years of government propaganda. 
many have left their jobs and sometimes their adopted 
country to join young people running new publications. 
some say they have found a new vocation it would be hard 
to abandon after peace is restored.

Journalists too are also freeing themselves from decades 
of frustration. but those considered too close to the old 
regime have been pushed off the air. 

Teams have come from Qatar, britain, the United states 
and elsewhere to give technical help, including one from 
the Us website smallworldnews.com (alive in Libya). 

Women have joined this media revolution in force as edito-
rial staff and sources of ideas. some have abandoned the 
veil, some have not, but few women have senior 
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positions as editors or directors. They are still up against a 
very conservative society and region and it is sometimes 
hard for a man to interview a woman and vice-versa.

The presence of the diaspora alongside the new pro-de-
mocracy generation is also a plus in the battle against tra-
dition and Libyan women seem to be well aware of this. 
both online and in newsrooms, the recent advent of Wes-
tern-style thinking has caused a “culture shock” among 
the more hesitant. editorial clashes between liberals and 
conservatives are sometimes sharp as everyone tries to 
defend their ideas or customs.

The shape and content of the media is changing. Great 
importance is given to illustration, colour and modernity 
whenever materially possible. The first designs by artistic 
directors have turned the page on the boring look of the 
press, which reflected the ageing Gaddafi regime. 

dialogue has clearly started in a society that is little used 
to it and whose habits are still very conservative, which 
means the opening-up of the media is relative and fragile.

A degree of censorship

The media’s political representatives are clearly imposing 
a degree of censorship and the notion of “solidarity” justi-
fied by wartime conditions. The image of a “united Libya” 
standing together with the revolutionaries and their politi-
cal leaders is reflected in all the new media.

The nTC thus forbids mention of some topics and reports 
on the fighting are still limited by the communications stra-
tegy of the new political leaders. discussing morals, reli-
gion, tribalism, Gaddafi supporters and his former hench-
men who have defected to the nTC is a delicate matter in 
a society taking its first steps towards democracy.
 
but unemployment, oil, education, healthcare and the distri-
bution of the country’s wealth can be freely discussed. ben-
ghazi radio stations are playing once-banned music and 
regional dialects are heard on the air again. Urban culture, 
that used to be underground (artists would meet secretly to 
create or to sing) is all over the magazines and street artists 
and rappers are active. The media gives prominence to cri-
ticism of Gaddafi’s regime. Cartoonists, hitherto unable to 
work, now enjoy poking fun at the dictator and his family. 
but no cartoons have appeared of nTC chairman mustafa 
abdul Jalil or other rebel leaders. The media also seems to 

have been told to stress that the new leaders are not mem-
bers of al-Qaeda and not to talk about any possibility of 
partitioning the country. The media is marching in step with 
the nTC about the future status of Libya.

one weekly that wanted to do a double-page spread in 
march about installing a constitutional monarchy and al-
lowing the return of Crown Prince mohamed al-senussi, 
exiled in London since 1988, was forced to drop the plan in 
early april after political pressure. an anonymous source at 
the paper said it was told that such a topic was “premature” 
and would be “destabilizing” for the nTC and its work.

so the nTC is clearly trying to control the new media. 
young journalists who step over the line are systemati-
cally reassigned by the media’s political representatives 
and sometimes even dismissed, according to one local 
source. This difference in freedom of expression between 
the revolution’s early online media and the newspapers in 
the east shocks the new generation of journalists.

The fear that the new media could become another pro-
paganda tool makes young people wary of the authorities. 
They have publicly defied political representatives of the 
media, including at one heated meeting at the media Cen-
tre in mid-may.
 
entrenching the principles of media freedom in a new na-
tional constitution and protecting themselves with trade 
unions is a priority for the new journalists. “We have to 
think about how to protect the media and build it up from 
scratch,” said one journalist, “because under Gaddafi, 
there were only laws to terrorize and imprison journalists.”

Media centre - anarchy and 
lack of resources
The media Centre was installed in the former benghazi 
courthouse, which suffered damage in a fire after it was 
taken by the rebels. it occupies rooms that were once used 
to try anti-Gaddafi dissidents. Qatar provided equipment 
in march. The centre is mainly run by women. members of 
the local and foreign media are received warmly by nTC 
women activists. rebels stand guard at the entrance with 
Kalashnikovs slung across their shoulders. a big banner 
on the facade proclaims solidarity with journalists killed 
since the start of the war. 
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brimming with energy, the new press uses the media Cen-
tre as the hub of its activities. not a week goes by without a 
new radio station, TV station, newspaper or website being 
launched. both new journalists and old ones newly freed 
from the regime’s oppressive grip come to the media Cen-
tre to gather news and find the material they sorely lack.

mediA thAt lAck everything, 
even bAsic resources

scattered around the city, the local media usually have no 
internet connection. dozens of journalists can be found 
online at any one time at the media Centre, using the sa-
tellite dish on its roof. The password for logging on is “We 
win or die” (a quote from omar al-mokhtar). The connec-
tion is slow and often goes down. Local radio stations with 
no recording studio can come and use the Qatari studio 
at the media Centre to record their programmes, but it is 
in constant demand. The power supply is irregular, and 
when there is power, people scramble to plug their laptops 
into the available sockets. daily and weekly newspapers 
are printed on person printers. everyone lends a hand.

Phones, internet, paper, printers, cameras, video came-
ras, microphones, computers, TV sets, satellite dishes, re-
cording studios and editorial offices – the list of needs is 
long. aside from a few media (such as the Berenice Post, 
Libya Al-Hurra TV and Al-Sawt) that are funded by private 
sponsors or donations by the Libyan diaspora, the new 
media work with minimal resources.

on the media Centre’s soot-blackened walls, there is a 
photo of mohammed nabbous, alongside one of the hero 
of the struggle against italian colonialism, omar al-mokh-
tar, one of Che Guevara and many cartoons of the Gaddafi 
family. after years of censorship, the press cartoonists are 
going all out with the colonel. he is transformed into a rat 
or a dog, fighting vainly to hold on to power from his tat-
tered tent. alluding to a rumour that his mother was from 
israel, some cartoons show him leafing through a Green 
book with a yellow star and swastika on the cover. 

letterbox replAcing internet

in the absence of internet service, a big letterbox has 
been installed in the facade of the media Centre where 
passers-by deposit hundreds letters for the various media 
containing information gathered by would-be journalists. 
most of the sources are unverifiable and the information 

often contradictory. The inability to verify sources and sto-
ries is extremely dangerous and facilitates the circulation 
of rumours in the new media. it goes without saying that 
none of these media has a news agency subscription.

There were all kinds of speculation about misrata, which was 
blacked out before the first ship with World food Program-
me supplies and satellite equipment arrived on 7 april. The 
first news of the city’s population was brought to the media 
Centre by a man who fled the besieged city in a boat in the 
middle of a storm at the end of may. in an improvised press 
conference that was immediately post online, he described 
atrocities by pro-Gaddafi troops and mercenaries. he also 
told his listeners that the population was starving and that 
the disconnection of power and water supplies had caused 
a public health disaster. as the inhabitants of misrata could 
not be reached, it was impossible to verify his claims. What 
he said was taken as gospel and, indeed, his information 
subsequently proved to have been correct. The first issues 
contained articles with improbable accounts based on let-
ters delivered to the media Centre letterbox.

rAndom news conferences

The nTC advises journalists to register and obtain accredita-
tion “as a safety measure.” a “free Libya” press card in the 
revolution’s colours is available to registered journalists. by 
the start of april, 1,300 accreditations had been issued. but 
the end of the month, the number had risen to 2,100. news 
conferences are often improvised at the last moment and 
the media are rarely notified of the times. Journalists come 
across them by chance. This was the case, for example, 
with a news conference by former prisoners to call for the 
inclusion of prisoner rights in the new constitution. The nTC 
has been holding a news conference at the Uzu hotel every 
evening since april. none of the three hotels where foreign 
journalists stay (Uzu, Tibesti and el fadeel) has a satellite 
connection. The Uzu had one for a while, but its equipment 
was stolen. foreign journalist fight over the Tibesti’s duplex 
apartments, where they can install their own equipment.
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benghazi cultural centre 
and Media political 
representatives

T
he cultural centre is a symbolic place. before the 
17 february revolution, it was run by the city’s 
mayor, huda ben amer, known as huda the exe-
cutioner. she made her name during the execu-

tion by hanging of Gaddafi opponent al-sadek al-hamed 
shuwehdi in 1984, which was broadcast live on state TV. 
she was seen grabbing him and giving him the coup de 
grâce. Col. Gaddafi lavished praise on her and appointed 
her mayor twice. she fled to Tripoli to join Gaddafi after 
the uprising and her house in benghazi was torched by 
the rebels. “on behalf of sadek al-hamed shuwehdi” has 
been daubed on the gutted villa’s facade. 

The media’s political representatives are now using the 
centre to discuss the creation of a ministry of culture and 
communication. Thanks to support from Qatar, the buil-
ding has been restored and fully equipped.

The luckiest media – Berenice Post, Al-Sawt and Libya TV  
have been allowed to set up office free of charge in the 
centre’s balcony suites. Their offices are full of equipment, 
including precious satellite dish receivers, sent by ship-
ping container from Qatar.

by the end of april, the nTC had issued licences to two 
radio stations, a TV station and a dozen newspapers. The 
creation of a ministry of culture and communication is 
being prepared by former benghazi national library direc-
tor mohammed fannoush, now nTC spokesman and the 
city committee’s media chief, and his assistant, youssef 
sharif, who have offices at the cultural centre. both of them 
studied in the United states. 

free Libya’s third most important media figure is mahmoud 
shammam, who resides partly in Qatar and partly in the Uni-
ted states. it is shammam who created Libya TV, a satellite 
TV station intended to be the “face of the revolution,” which 
currently has its headquarters in doha and studios in Lon-
don and benghazi (at the cultural centre). a former editor of 
the arabic versions of Newsweek and Foreign Policy, he is 
also the nTC’s international spokesman. a firm secularist, he 
wants the station to broadcast debates about “civil society, 
the rule of law and the drafting of a new constitution.”

The hopes of all of eastern Libya’s young press currently 
seem to be pinned on this diaspora figure from the me-
dia world. after denouncing the regime’s authoritarianism 
during demonstrations in benghazi, shammam fled the 
country in 1976 and obtained political asylum in the Uni-
ted states. he continued his anti-Gaddafi activism as a 
student at michigan state University, confronting regime 
supporters such as moussa Koussa, who studied at the 
same university and prepared a thesis about Gaddafi. 
shamman describes Koussa’s recent defection while fo-
reign minister as “opportunistic” and opposes his attempts 
at a rapprochement with the nTC.

diAsporA’s role, feAr of ntc 
dominAtion of press

fannoush believes there should be a degree of censorship 
in wartime. “Certain subjects will be discussed in the fu-
ture but not during the war,” he says. four subjects are 
strictly off-limits for the new media. They are:

 The civil war (because in the east, as in the west, the 
Libyan people are united against the Gaddafi regime)

 Tribal issues (because there is just one tribe, Libya)

 islamic fundamentalism (in order to resist claims of an 
al-Qaeda presence)

 Gaddafi supporters

Concerned that the CnT wants to control the new media, 
young journalists have already complained to shammam. 
he has tried to reassure them, promising to watch out for 
“any attempt to assert political or ideological control over 
the press.” Two attitudes seem to be at loggerheads within 
the political authorities and in certain media, the diaspora 
attitude and the attitude of Libyans who have never gone 
abroad.

“The diaspora must give Libya a taste for freedom and 
openness,” shammam told Foreign Policy. “We want to 
promote a culture of forgiving and speak to the world with 
a single voice. some fear that a post-Gaddafi Libya will 
bring chaos, tribalism and civil war. all these issues must 
be freely discussed in order to counter the received ideas 
(...) The diaspora wants to help this country rebuild and 
through our various experiences to offer a taste for demo-
cracy and press freedom. The population is bruised and 
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battered after 42 years of authoritarianism. The awakening 
must be gentle and everyone will have to draw on their 
strengths in order to face the future with serenity. and for 
this there is just one solution – dialogue.”

reporters without borders 
recoMMendations
reporters Without borders supports the Libyan media 
that are trying to work freely. Libya has never previously 
enjoyed so much freedom of expression. This freedom 
needs to be consolidated in order to ensure that regres-
sion is impossible. The organization undertakes to provide 
its full support to media that inform the Libyan population 
without political or economic constraints.

reporters Without borders calls on international organi-
zations and the entire international community to support 
a free and independent press as an essential vehicle of a 
process of democratization.

international donors are urged to provide Libya’s free media 
with support and not leave this role to a single country, Qatar.
investigations into abuses against journalists and blog-
gers should begin at once. reporters Without borders has 
already provided the international Criminal Court with in-
formation about the deaths of several journalists in Libya.

reporters Without borders urges muammar Gaddafi to 
put an immediate stop to all abuses against journalists 
working in Tripoli and other cities under his authority. he 
should also order the immediate release of journalists who 
are still detained and allow the foreign media to cover the 
war freely.

reporters Without borders urges the nTC to ensure that 
local and foreign journalists are free to work without obs-
truction or harassment in the area under its control.

The nTC should also undertake not to introduce cen-
sorship measures. The press should be able to exercise 
the right to criticize.

benghazi - media center - credits: andreas stenger/aPs-medias
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a
side from the already mentioned news websites 
and Web TVs that stream video, many “free” news 
media have emerged in eastern Libya since the 
start of the revolution. in a chaotic war-time fashion 

and using whatever resources are available, their journalists 
work at the media Centre or in various improvised newsrooms, 
continuing their fight against oppression. some newspapers 
are publishing online but in most cases websites are not ope-
rating for lack of a satellite connection. The journalists are 
very careful about exchanging information in emails, fearing 
infiltration by supporters of the Gaddafi regime. The jobs they 
do change quickly, as hierarchies are still taking shape.

most of these media carry a lot of coverage of the war 
and the international intervention, tributes to war heroes, 
stories about east Libyan society, the history of Cyrenai-
ca, the emerging urban culture, poems, and cartoons of 
muammar Gaddafi and his son, seif al-islam. The “free 
media” that have some financial support are beginning to 
use colour and to display creative touches.

print Media
The print media are experiencing a major renaissance 
with dozens of new publications such as Al-Sawt, Libya 
Al-Hurriya, Al-Burniq, Berenice Post, Omar Al-Mukhtar 
Magazine, Libya Post, Al-Haqiqa, Panorama, Ashab and 
Intefathat Al-Ahrar. The dailies usually have four pages 
and the weeklies have 20 pages. The average retail price 
is 0.20 euros. They are sold on the street and at various 
strategic locations by the staff themselves.

Al-burniq

This arabic-language weekly emerged during the first 
days of the revolution from the ashes of Al-Quryna (arabic 
for Cyrene), a newspaper founded by seif al-islam Gad-
dafi. it gets its name from the arabic version of the Greek 
name for benghazi. but it has minimal resources. “before, 
it was impossible to criticize Gaddafi,” says editor fateh 
al-Kashmi. “he was above the law, above everything, as 

if he were God. That is over now.” The newspaper recently 
found a financial backer in the shape of an oil company 
allied with the opposition.
site : http://www.brnieq.com. 
Contact : info@yosberides.com

Al-hAqiqA

Created by the elhouni family, this former daily was one of 
Libya’s biggest newspapers in the 1970s with a print-run 
of 15,000 copies. before his coup, muammar Gaddafi met 
one of its owners, rashad elhouni, with a view to having it 
print a “military newspaper.” after being turned down, the 
Guide later heaped abuse on the newspaper in a speech, 
accusing it of delaying his revolution by two years. Al-Ha-
qiqa’s owners left the country in 1980. in London, haj ah-
med salihine elhouni founded the leading pan-arab daily 
Al-Arab. The two military officers in charge of the Libyan 
media at the time, mabrook al-Gweil and hamed salih, 
turned Al-Haqiqa into a “world press and financial mana-
gement company” that was partly state-owned. The sign 
is still in the office, along with documents printed for the 
“Great man-made river authority” and military manuals.

ending a long exile in London, the founder’s descendants, 
issam, nabil and samir elhouni, returned to benghazi after 
the insurrection and, although their father always told them 
to “stay away from the media,” they hope the family news-
paper will resume publishing in “free Libya” in the next few 
months. The soviet-era printing press still works, although 
the regime sold off some its parts. in the digital age, 1980s 
offset technology survives here. at the moment, it is printing 
nTC flags, slogans and communiqués free of charge.

Al-sAwt (the voice)

This arabic-language newspaper targets young people. it 
has a print-run of a few thousand copies. it recently moved 
its office to the benghazi Cultural Centre, where it pays no 
rent. “at first we printed the newspaper on our own prin-
ters and worked from home,” said abdelaziz, 22. “With no 
way to have an internet connection, we got our information 

overview of the new 
libyan Media
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as best we could, like everyone else, going every day to 
get mail from the big letterbox at the media Centre. on 
the basis of that information, we wrote the articles that we 
published in our first issues. now, thanks to the internet, re-
porting has changed and information is finally circulating. 
We are not improvising in complete isolation any more. We 
have made progress, even if we still lack everything.”
To contact : mohamed shembesh & ahmed Zada

berenice post

This eight-page business news weekly is the first news-
paper to have been published in both english and arabic. 
Created by a breakaway group after a difference of opinion 
at Intefathat Al-Ahrar, it is financed by a privately-owned 
local bank and has a new, well-equipped office at the ben-
ghazi Cultural Centre with satellite connections. it is one of 
the most successful new publications. With a glossy cover 
and colourful artwork, it is breaking new ground in creati-
vity in Libya. it tries to combat stereotypes and offer “signs 
of change.” its reporters and editors are aged from 18 to 
25 and most are women. some wear a muslim headscarf, 
others dress in a western style. its first front cover carried 
the headline “Towards a better tomorrow.” below that, it 
had “al-Qaida exists not in Libya.” The inside pages hailed 
the free press’s hero – mohammed nabbous.
To contact : farah Gtat

intefAthAt Al-AhrAr

This weekly has a modest office in a former english-lan-
guage academy that houses several civil society organi-
zations. The staff have no resources and still use the me-
dia Centre letterbox as their main source of information. 
They produce their weekly print-run of 3,000 copies on a 
printer that is beginning to give up, and complain of having 
no paper for the next issue. The first issue was distributed 
free of charge. now the newspaper is sold for 0.50 dinars 
(0.30 euros) a copy. as is the case with most publications, 
no one is a real media specialist. 

“here we do reports and opinion pieces.” one of the editors 
uses a verse from the Koran as a headline: “every tyrant 
comes to an end.” a young female editor writes a column 
paying tribute to Kais, a graffiti artist who was shot on the 
street by a sniper. it is accompanied by a reproduction of 
one of his street graffiti, a caricature of Gaddafi, but the prin-
ter makes a mess of it. “We make do with what we have,” 
says maetiga, one of the women journalists. The latest lead 

story takes another look at claims that al-Qaeda members 
are fighting alongside the rebels. “There are no members of 
organizations, no infiltrators in our troops,” says Wahil. “That 
is just a spectre used by Gaddafi to frighten the west.”

nefusA mountAin mediA group

This is the first magazine to be published in the Tamazight 
(berber) language, whose use in books, universities and 
schools was banned by the regime. it is being produced 
in the nafusa mountains, a range that stretches from the 
Tunisian border to Gharyan (a city to the south of Tripoli), 
and it is being published online using the Libya TV satellite 
link. it is also translated into arabic. 
site : http://libyatadreft.com

pAnorAmA

This is a weekly produced by about 20 students with ar-
ticles translated into four languages – arabic, english, 
french and italian. it contains a lot of analysis of society, 
covering such subjects as unemployment, the role of wo-
men and education. “When we first interviewed people, 
they did not dare to speak freely,” said ahmed al-Jahmy, 
who covers politics. “fear lingers in people’s minds and 
will take time to fade away after 42 years of bad practices. 
We hope that society will liberate itself and that women will 
allow themselves to be photographed without fearing reac-
tions, even if we must respect their choices.” The journa-
lists financed the first issue themselves. With a print run of 
2,000 copies, it cost 575 dinars (336 euros) to produce. 
To contact : ahmed al-Jahmy

AshAb (friends)

Written in “the language of street,” this 32-page colour ma-
gazine is produced by a team of 16 people and covers a 
range of subjects from serious to frivolous, with an empha-
sis on culture. “readers need to identify quickly with the 
language of their daily lives, because people were sick of 
the regime’s official language,” the team said.
To contact : yussef Lamin

libyA post

This current affairs and culture weekly has an english-lan-
guage edition. Tawfik mansurey edits it and hossam ab-
dulbagi is responsible for public relations.
Contact : libya.post@hotmail.com
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radio stations
tribute fm

Launched in benghazi in may by two young diaspora 
members from London, this is the first english-only radio 
station. broadcasting on 92.4 fm, it has introduced such 
musical legends as diana ross and michael Jackson to 
the Libyan air-waves. it includes many interviews as well 
as distress calls from all over the country. since the start of 
the revolution, founders mohamed and amman, who have 
british and Libya dual citizenship, are no longer afraid to 
reveal their origins. “When travelling, i never dared say i 
was half Libyan,” mohamed said. “all that has changed 
now because i am proud of what our people have done.” 
The station nonetheless refuses to have links with the nTC 
and keeps its location a secret for fear of reprisals by Gad-
dafi supports. mohamed and amman have soundproofed 
their studio well so that there is no risk of live Kalashnikov 
fire being heard on the air.
site : http://www.tributefm.com. 
Contact : info@tributefm.com

Al-jAzeerA

The Qatar-based pan-arab satellite TV station, which gives 
the local media a lot of competition, was removed from TV 
cable distribution by Gaddafi. it has been broadcasting on 
the fm waveband in benghazi since mid-march.

rAdio benghAzi

requisitioned by the rebels on 17 february, this former 
government radio station broadcasts to all of eastern Libya. 
many soldiers now protect its studios on the outskirts of 
benghazi. The studios were ransacked by inmates from a 
local prison who were released by the government after the 
uprising so that they should go on the rampage in the city, 
sound engineer Khaled al-driss explained. its equipment 
is limited although supplemented with recovered military 
equipment. Calls are made to the stations from all over the 
country to provide information about what is happening in 
the different regions and even in the desert. This is very 
useful to the rebel forces.

star presenter ahmed el-naily, who worked for the for-
mer state radio station for 16 years, said: “We used to talk 
about nothing but Gaddafi on the air. now we no longer 
are afraid to express our views freely. i am rediscovering 

my profession. in fact, it’s as if i had changed profession. 
news is circulating and we keep people informed about 
developments in the revolution. it is also a way for the nTC 
to find out where Gaddafi’s troops are.”
To contact : editor Khaled al-hassi 
& Presenter ahmed el-naily

voice of free libyA or sAwt libyA Al-hurrA

This is a network of three stations operating out of the cities 
of benghazi, al-bayda and misrata. Launched in february, 
they fulfil the important role of relaying wartime information. 
other rebels control branches in Tobruk and nalut. a small 
desert locality in the nafusa mountains, 240 km southwest 
of Tripoli, nalut is one of western Libya’s “liberated towns.” 
The station there broadcasts on 98.2fm in the berber lan-
guage Tamazight. several of the stations have dropped 
journalists who were too closely associated with the old 
regime. Khalid ali continues to be a presenter in bengha-
zi but he was arrested last year because of the views he 
expressed about the dictatorship, including his reference 
on the air to the massacre in abu salim prison. The rebel 
stations used the state broadcaster’s transmitters. With the 
help of engineers who used to work for the state media, 
they have managed to short-circuit the stations in the re-
gions under their control. 98.9 fm in benghazi.
To contact : Presenter Khalid ali

tobruk free rAdio

Twenty-five people, including 12 journalists who used to 
work for state media, set up this radio station in a building 
in a Tobruk suburb formerly occupied by Libya’s state TV. 
They themselves brought the equipment which they used 
to begin broadcasting and to realize their dream of creating 
a free radio station. “With rudimentary resources, we have 
managed to carry our voice to the entire city and beyond,” 
said abdoullah bliheg, a 29-year-old engineer who worked 
for state TV for three years. The station broadcasts around the 
clock and reaches an area that stretches from the egyptian 
border (130 km to the east) to derna (200 km to the west). 

 asked about speaking freely on the air, bliheg said: “all we 
know is Gaddafi. There are internal problems as regards 
what we can and cannot say on the air. everything is new for 
us. it will take a lot of time for our microphones to get used to 
tolerance and free speech.” 
To contact : abdoullah bliheg
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satellite television
libyA tv for the free – “fAce of the revolu-
tion”

hastily set up under the nTC’s aegis and headed by 
mahmoud shammam, this station is called Libya TV for the 
Free, or just Libya TV, in english and Libya Al-Hurra in arabic 
after the Web TV created by the hero of citizen journalism, 
mohammed nabbous. intended to represent the “face of 
the revolution,” it has been broadcasting from doha since 
late april with additional studios in benghazi and London. 
Zuhair albarasi, who learned citizen journalism alongside 
nabbous, hosted the live broadcast that launched the 
benghazi studio on 30 may.

With correspondents in various parts of the country, it is 
envisaged that Libya TV’s headquarters will eventually 
move from doha to Tripoli. during the first few months, 
the plan is for four hours of original programming a day, 
including a 20-minute news bulletin and a half-hour talk-
show. This will later be extended.

The main source of funding for Libya’s first free satellite TV 
station has been donations from Libyan diaspora busines-
smen including $250,000 from a wealthy donor based in 
London. as well as offering Libya TV a temporary home, 
Qatar is helping it to develop. Al-Rayyan, a Qatari TV sta-
tion specializing in cultural programming, is providing 
equipment and support by its technical staff.

mohamed hawas abandoned his job as a journalist with 
the state TV station Al-Jamahiriya on 19 february and joi-
ned the Libya TV team in doha, where he is now a presen-
ter. he said he could not stand the way the government 
tried to use him after the riots. “The regime wanted to use 
me to crush the uprising in the east by broadcasting lies,” 
he said in the brand-new studios in Qatar. “but i’d had 
enough of censorship. i wanted to finally do my job and 
tell the truth.” 

Waleed al-senegri, a filmmaker who used to make docu-
mentaries for the government, once designed to attract 
tourists to Libya, has also joined Libya TV. he spent six 
months in prison after doing a report about an abu salim 
prison inmate. ahmed ben Khayal, the editor in chief in 
benghazi, is training his staff in Al-Jazeera-style debates. 
They include a score of volunteer journalists aged 18 to 25 
from the benghazi bourgeoisie.

shammam, who heads Libya TV, was a member of the Al-
Jazeera board for four years and has often appeared on 
Al-Jazeera. When he announced on his facebook personal 
page that he was looking for journalists, he received 200 
applications in a few days. one of the applicants, who has 
joined the team in doha, is from the ghost town of ajdabiya. 
shammam says he wants young people who are at the fo-
refront of the uprising to have a leading voice at Libya TV. 
“The youth who liberate Libya can run it. if we don’t let them 
take responsibility now, we’re going to be in trouble.”

his biggest hope is to overcome the years of indoctrina-
tion by the Gaddafi regime. “We need a heavy dosage of 
dialogue,” he said. he wants the station to hold debates 
on constitutional reform, policies, nTC elections, educa-
tion and many subjects that were taboo or censored until 
now. he regrets the fact that at the moment “all the media 
images are concentrated on the front.”

Libya TV by satellite: arabsat badr 26 east 10730 horizon-
tal and noursat 11585 Verticaland noursat.

site : http://www.libya.tv. 
site in english: http://english.libya.tv. 
Contact : editor reem maghribi: r.maghribi@libya.com. 
in benghazi: editor in chief ahmed ben Khayal.
Journalist Zuhair albarasi.

television streaMed online
freedomgrouptv
site : http://www.youtube.com/user/miusrata17miusrata

libyA Al-hurrA tv (web tv creAted 
by mohAmed nAbbous)
site : http://www.livestream.com/libya17feb

nTC on facebook since may, press service 
Contact : info@ntc.net 
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