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Lord Trefgarne, Chairman of the LBBC, hosted the Annual Reception and Lunch at the House of Lords on 1 July 2010.  Some ninety members and guests attended a day on which the gods of weather and cuisine smiled benignly, although many conversations centred on the challenge presented by severe delays in the flow of Libyan government payments.

Following the meal, Lord Trefgarne introduced Mr Richard Northern, HM Ambassador Tripoli, who had kindly agreed to convey his first impressions of Libya.  Noting that he had at that stage only been in Post for two months, Mr Northern said his first impression was of a building site with the construction of ports, airports, hotels, shopping malls and housing all under development.  

His second observation was of Libya’s acknowledged need for human resource development, to fill the skills gap left by Libya’s past isolation.  There was a huge demand for English language, business and enterprise skills.  The British Council was being highly effective but there were growing opportunities for businesses to train Libyan nationals and to transfer skills through training and investment programmes.  Twenty-five British universities had met in Sabratha recently, under the coordination of Universities UK, to review the opportunities in tertiary education in Libya.
Thirdly, Mr Northern reported there was a warm welcome for outside assistance and a keen interest in the world beyond Libya, especially the UK – and not least the new coalition Government.  Libya was opening up economically.  Negotiation of a free trade agreement (FTA) with the EU was making good progress and the conclusion of an agreement within 12 months was not an unrealistic prospect.  The Minister of Finance was considering future Libyan membership of the WTO and work was under way to adapt Libyan regulations to international trading standards.  Many regulations had not changed since the 1970s and action was designed to update them and improve the incentives for Libyan and foreign business activity.

Mr Northern noted that Italy was Libya’s leading trade partner; with India, Turkey and several others also enjoying significant trade exchanges with Libya.  The UK was nevertheless Libya’s preferred partner in a number of important sectors including education, financial services and healthcare.  He hoped to see further progress on financial services later in July when banking licences would be awarded to two of the six foreign banks short-listed (including HSBC and Standard Chartered).  The Governor of the Central Bank had told Mr Northern that further bank licences would follow.  Meanwhile, the Libyan Investment Authority (LIA) had chosen London for its first overseas office and Baroness Symons would convene a meeting of British financial institutions and businesses on 28 July to discuss a concerted approach to the Libyan and wider African markets (Lord Trefgarne and several LBBC members would take part).
Mr Northern acknowledged that visa policy was a matter of intense interest to LBBC members.  In May, he had heard Saif Al Islam Al Qadhafi speak at the London School of Economics (LSE) of his vision of visa abolition for UK nationals.  The visa regimes had been discussed in London and Tripoli and practical improvements made; but Mr Northern warned that radical visa reform was anything but straightforward and would take time, not least because it was related to migration policy. There had been a 95 per cent fall in the number of migrants reaching the EU via Libya in the last year but the Libyans were now concerned at the impact of the growing number of immigrants on their society, associated in Libyan minds with an increase in crime, drugs and an illegal arms trade.
Mr Northern recognised that there are a number of continuing concerns for the UK over Libya.  These include issues such as accountability, transparency, the elimination of human rights abuses and some specific legacy issues.  But, he said, the best prospect for resolving these matters would be provided by an active relationship between the two countries.

In answer to questions, Mr Northern observed that the development of eastern Libya, centring on Benghazi, had risen up the Libyan authorities’ agenda.   He said he was aware of reports of arrests over corruption allegations but noted that such allegations were often the short-lived product of political rivalry, and he counselled caution at taking rumours at face value.  Finally, he paid tribute to his strong and active UKTI team who were paying increasing attention to the exhibition programme in Libya and were managing a full programme of trade missions from the UK.  
Robin Lamb

Director General
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