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LIBYAN ISLAMIC FIGHTING GROUP (LIFG)

A- s the crisis in Libya has unfolded in recent weeks, there has been concern over potential links between rebel fighters and
1-Qaeda affiliated groups. One such group is the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group (LIFG). This fact sheet provides a brief
overview of the LIFG.

» The LIFG is an Islamic terrorist group that opposes Colonel Muammar Qaddafi’s regime and has been active since
1995."

» The group is most active in eastern Libya, drawing upon a strong Islamic base that supported the Sanussi monarchy,
which ruled Libya between 1951 and 1969.% The Islamic community was marginalized after Qaddafi’s forces overthrew
the monarchy in 1969, as Qaddafi saw them as a potential challenge to his control.?

» Several senior members of the LIFG are reported to have fought in Afghanistan against the Soviet Union in the
1980s, including former LIFG member and al-Qaeda field commander Abu Laith al-Libi and LIFG spiritual leader

Sami al Saadi.*

» The LIFG is believed to have been involved in violence in eastern Libya — a region historically known as Cyrenaica
— in the mid to late 1990s. It claimed responsibility for violent clashes with police in Benghazi during July and
September 1995, and were involved in the bloody riots at Abu Salim prison near Benghazi in 1996 that killed over
1,200 prisoners.5

» The U.S. Department of the Treasury designated the LIFG as a Foreign Terrorist Organization on December 8,
2004, citing the group’s involvement in a series of suicide bombings in Casablanca in May 2003 and close linkages

to al—Qaeda.6

» The LIFG had support networks active in the United Kingdom in the early 2000s.” In February and May of 2006,
British police arrested nine people involved in providing financial and logistical support to the LIFG in Li]oya.8 It is
not clear in open source reporting if such support networks remain operational; while there are virtually no reports
of LIFG activity in the UK since the May 2006 arrests, a dual British-Libyan national who was arrested in Libya in
March 2011 claimed to have raised money for the LIFG while living in the UK during the last fourteen years.?

» In November 2007, al-Qaeda second-in-command Ayman al-Zawahiri released an audio tape announcing that the
LIFG had joined al-Qaeda. Abu Laith al-Libi is also heard on the tape, proclaiming his “alliance with the al-Qaeda

network.”™®

» Several high ranking al-Qaeda members are associated with the LIFG, most notably Abu Yahya al-Libi, al-Qaeda’s
propaganda chief, and Abu Laith al-Libi, who was killed by a drone strike in January 2008."

» The LIFG appeared to be largely defunct by the mid-2000s, until documents captured in Sinjar, Iraq showed that
over 100 Libyans from LIFG strongholds in eastern Libya had joined al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) between 2006 and
200%7."

» In 2007, Saif al-Islam Qaddafi, Colonel Qaddafi’s second oldest son, approached imprisoned LIFG leaders and
offered to release LIFG fighters in exchange for the public repudiation of Islamic extremism. Saif al-Islam was
concerned that the recent LIFG alliance with al-Qaeda and the discovery of extensive Libyan involvement in AQI
indicated that Libya was increasingly threatened by Islamic extremism. Beginning in 2007, over 250 LIFG members
were released from prison and a new code of conduct contradicting al-Qaeda’s violent principles was published by

the LIFG leadership.™
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» The LIFG has not been particularly active in recent years, and is not reported to have significant connections

to al-Qaeda’s regional affiliate, al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM).

» ltis unlikely that the LIFG constitutes a significant portion of the Libyan rebel forces. NATO commander
Admiral James Stavridis, speaking before the Senate Armed Services Committee, downplayed the presence of

extremist groups amongst the rebels and there have been few news reports indicating that groups allied with

al-Qaeda are present in large numbers."*
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