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Given the size and scope of operations at 
Misurata Free Zone (MFZ) and its trade 
linkages with the rest of the world, adhering 
to environmental, social and governance 
(ESG) standards is an important development 
priority as the zone continues to expand.

To this end, the MFZ has committed to a 
range of national and international practices. 
In doing so, the MFZ works alongside the 
Ministry of Environment (MoE), international 
shipping companies and energy providers, as 
well as local and regional education, health 
and governance organisations.

For any free zone, adhering to ESG principles 
takes place within a national context. Libya is 
a signatory to ISO 26000, the global standard 
on social responsibility, as well as the UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change. 
The country has also signed on to the Basel 
Convention on the Control of Transboundary 
Movements of Hazardous Wastes and 

their Disposal, and the International 
Labour Organisation Tripartite Declaration 
of Principles Concerning Multinational 
Enterprises and Social Policy. 

However, after years of political, economic, 
security and social disruptions, challenges 
remain. The World Bank’s dashboard for 
Libya highlights some areas for improvement 
in the country’s ESG scores. These include 
CO2 emissions per capita, renewable energy 
output, deforestation and unemployment 
rates. Libya scores highly on access to 
electricity and literacy, however, and female 
participation in the workforce is above the 
MENA regional average.

The MFZ performs in a challenging local 
environment where meeting ESG standards 
presents obstacles as well as opportunities. 
At the same time, the zone benefits from 
independence from other entities and 
operates with its own administration.
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Principles

ESG

The MFZ is an independent body that operates 
within the framework of the Ministry of 
Economy and Trade. The zone was established 
with the express goal of optimising local 
potential and available resources within 
the broader context of sustainable growth. 
As such, creating employment and training 
opportunities, along with diversification away 
from an oil and gas-based economy, are of 
central importance for the MFZ. 

Companies wishing to operate within 
the MFZ are required to complete an 
environmental impact assessment prepared 
by zone authorities and administered by 
the MoE. The MFZ then follows up on the 
MoE assessment, ensuring that companies 
follow global best practices in areas such as 
site waste management, hazardous waste 
and contaminant prevention, collection and 
recycling of waste, as well as the reduction 
of carbon emissions resulting from industrial 
operations and business expansion.

The free zone’s seaport is obliged to follow 
best practices in maritime traffic handling and 
transport, as stated in current international 
maritime law, in order to protect both the 
marine and land environments. In doing so, 
the MFZ authorities implement standards 
in line with a green port, encouraging 
environmentally sustainable operations in the 
port’s broader undertakings. 

International companies working in the MFZ 
and in Libya have been pursuing their own 
ESG policies. In the fourth quarter of 2022, 
for example, multinational integrated energy 
and petroleum firm TotalEnergies finalised a 
500-MW solar power project south of Misrata 

The MFZ is located 20 km from Misrata 
International Airport and 14 km from the 
Misrata city centre, which provides the free 

zone with natural advantages in terms of 
efficiency and should strengthen efforts to 

achieve its broader ESG targets

and a country-wide multi-energy sustainable 
liquids initiative. In 2021 the company supplied 
solar-powered oxygen production units in five 
municipalities across Libya. 

Sustainability is directly linked to 
infrastructure, which includes facilities at the 
port related to cargo handling or warehousing, 
as well as connectivity between facilities 
both inside and outside the zone. This has 
traditionally been an area of weakness for 
many ports in the region, with inefficiencies in 
infrastructure leading to waste and a negative 
impact on other ESG criteria. 

In this respect, the MFZ benefits from its 
modern port and free zone facilities, along 
with connectivity via road to other destinations 
in Libya. The presence of a port within its 
boundaries and its proximity of Misrata 
International Airport give the zone natural 
advantages in terms of efficiency and should 
strengthen efforts to achieve its ESG targets.
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As a North African country, Libya faces a range 
of environmental challenges. Climate change 
risks include rising sea and land temperatures, 
alongside increasing pressure on water 
resources. One key issue to be addressed is 
Libya’s reliance on oil and gas. Underscoring 
this, the country is Africa’s top per-capita 
emitter of greenhouse gas, with figures from 
the World Bank showing 8.6 tonnes of CO2 
emissions per capita in 2019. 

Meanwhile, Libya has been relatively slow 
to implement national water- and resource-
management policies. For instance, despite 
having signed on to the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change in 2015 and 
ratified the Paris Climate Agreement in 2021, 
the country has yet to submit the necessary 
policies, plans and reports. 

However, starting from 2019 the Libyan 
government prepared a five-year investment 
plan to ensure the implementation and 
sustainable operation of water and sanitation 

projects. As part of the agreement, UNICEF 
supported an assessment of the country’s 
water supply systems and institutions. 

The assessment was undertaken by the Libyan 
company al-Kasaba Consulting Engineers, 
with the participation of the Man-Made River 
Authority, the General Desalination Company, 
and the General Company for Water and 
Wastewater, under the leadership of the 
General Authority for Water Resources. 

The objectives of the assessment were to 
provide reliable and updated information on 
the status of the country’s water systems and 
institutions; and provide immediate-, medium- 
and long-term investment and development 
plans for these institutions along with four 
conflict-affected municipalities: Benghazi, Abu 
Saleem, Zintan and Tawergha.

The MFZ’s function as a seaport and 
oil-loading terminal place particular 
responsibilities on the zone’s authorities to 
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Environmental Efforts

ESG

maintain the integrity of the surrounding 
marine ecosystem. In acknowledgement of 
this, the MFZ provides training for employees 
on handling accidents and emergencies (A&E). 
Solid flotation booms, submersible pumps, and 
oil and chemical sorbents are part of the free 
zone’s broader A&E portfolio.

As a relatively new development, the MFZ 
also benefits from up-to-date water, storm 
drain and sewerage networks. Indeed, the first 
of three phases of the zone’s infrastructure 
project was completed in June 2022, with 
the initial, 50,000-sq-metre phase of the 
port’s new integrated container terminal 70% 
complete as of November of that year. 

The zone has implemented several initiatives 
in support of broader efforts to develop 
renewable energy alternatives to oil and 
gas in recent years. Indeed, the authorities 
implemented a solar energy project that 
provides a sustainable source of power for 
areas in the free zone and the port. 
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Social Impact & Initiatives

ESG
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Located in the Mediterranean city of Misrata, 
the MFZ’s impact on the surrounding community 
is becoming increasingly evident as its industrial 
areas and their associated infrastructure expand. 
The MFZ port is the busiest in the country, 
accounting for 42% of maritime traffic in 2020 and 
handling 53% of total freight that year.

The social aspect of the zone’s ESG engagement 
has become increasingly important in terms of 
the MFZ’s integration with the local community, 
the health and safety of workers, and the labour 
standards of the supply chain. Recognising 
these responsibilities, the MFZ engages with 

and sponsors activities in areas such as health, 
education, culture and sport, both inside and 
outside the zone’s boundaries.

MFZ employees receive a variety of training and 
education courses, including English language 
classes. The zone cooperates closely with Misurata 
University, and has a joint cooperation agreement 
with the institution of higher learning for applied 
research and technical services, training and 
resource sharing. The MFZ also works alongside 
the Arab Academy for Science, Technology & 
Maritime Transport’s PTI Port Training Institution in 
Alexandria, Egypt, which seeks to meet the training 

and workforce preparation needs of companies 
and seaport communities in the wider region. 

The zone has sponsored conferences and 
workshops on renewable energy, economic 
diversification, and sustainability in businesses and 
free zones, with a view to passing on experience 
and underscoring best practices. In June 2022 the 
first Misrata International Exhibition and Forum 
for Free Zones had around 40 international and 
local organisations in attendance from sectors 
including construction, real estate, insurance, 
telecommunications, technology and energy. 
Associations and chambers of commerce were also 

in attendance. The conference included sessions on 
legal challenges facing free zones, as well as digital 
transformation and technological infrastructure 
that can help to accelerate economic development.

In addition to these initiatives, the zone provides 
educational opportunities for the blind and visually 
impaired within the local community, and sponsors 
medical conferences and health facilities in the 
region. The MFZ publishes the quarterly magazine 
JUSOUR, launched in July 2022, featuring articles 
about the nature and potential of free zones, 
transit trade and its prospects, business, tourism, 
Libyan culture, and science and technology. 
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ESG

Governance
While the environment and social impact pillars 
of ESG are often the main focus, the governance 
element is also of key importance, particularly when 
considered with respect to an entity the size of the 
MFZ. Issues of governance – including decision-
making practices, board appointment procedures 
and diversity, financial processes, transparency 
and anti-corruption practices, the treatment of 
employees and competitive fairness – are all central 
to minimising risk and maximising business success. 

Governance in the context of a free zone that 
is home to international trade and businesses 
requires an awareness of a diverse range of business 

cultures. Following ethical best practices, the 
zone’s authorities allow companies to follow their 
respective domestic governance practices in the 
zone, within the broader context of global standards. 

To ensure health and safety guidelines are respected 
throughout the MFZ’s operations, port safety and 
security services are available 24 hours a day, seven 
days a week. Working closely with the port police and 
checkpoints within the zone, the MFZ authorities 
respond rapidly should any emergency assistance 
be required. The zone’s authorities have also been 
active in meeting the needs of both visitors and staff 
with special needs, for example by ensuring that the 

MFZ’s facilities are capable of providing wheelchair 
access and other dedicated facilities.

The MFZ seeks to be an example of best practices 
as an employer as well, providing all employees with 
100% medical coverage for work-related injuries, and 
75% coverage for other medical needs. Employees 
are able to take out zero-interest loans and tap 
social solidarity funding, in which members provide 
contributions or donations by deducting an amount 
from their salaries each month. 

An important tool for employees has been training 
programmes offered by the MFZ authorities. 

Training events have included sessions on trends 
in the management and operation of ports and 
container terminals. In November 2022, for example, 
a three-day workshop included sessions on digital 
transformation, big data and smart systems. The 
MFZ continues to support wider efforts to combat 
corruption, such as Libya’s participation in the UN 
Convention against Corruption (UNCAC). The UN 
Office on Drugs and Crime, which administers the 
UNCAC, held a workshop in March 2022 focusing 
on targeting corruption in the private sector. In 
September of that year the Libyan Stability Support 
Apparatus held a conference on the importance of 
developing and applying good governance standards.
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ESG

The MFZ owns and operates the largest seaport 
in the country and is responsible for more than 
half of Libya’s maritime trade, handling some 
350,000 containers a year. Accordingly, the 
MFZ is Libya’s largest free zone in terms of its 
workforce, employing around 40,000 individuals 
both directly and indirectly as of June 2022. Its 
authorities expect that number will increase to 
100,000 by 2030, which would make the zone 
the country’s biggest employer. 

Fortunately for the zone, being located in 
the city of Misrata provides not only a wide 
range of facilities, but also a well-qualified 
and motivated employment pool. Indeed, its 
population of more than 800,000 people makes 
it an invaluable resource for the zone. 

Alongside temporary opportunities, permanent 
jobs are being created. An example of this is the 
new container terminal. Set to be the only such 
facility in Libya, it will have an initial capacity 
of 3500 twenty-foot equivalent units, rising to 

14,000 when fully on-line. It will employ 200 
people, a figure that the authorities expect 
to increase to 350 once it is operating at full 
capacity. According to figures from the MFZ, 
of the 1512 direct employees at the zone as 
of early 2023, 12 were women, underscoring 
the importance of advancing employment 
opportunities for women in the years ahead.

The zone supports a range of other local 
economic activities in the wider hinterland, 
contributing to job creation across a number 
of related sectors. This includes nearby Misrata 
International Airport, where the zone has 
helped increase business and is developing a 
600-ha air cargo facility. 

Employment
The zone also provides a range of services for 
Africa’s largest iron and steel complexes owned 
by the Libyan Iron and Steel Company,  which 
runs a direct-reduced iron plant, two steel mills, 
and a two-line bar and rod mill near the zone. 

In addition to providing local business 
opportunities, the MFZ supports Misurata 
University, which has 15 faculties and more than 
25,000 students. The authorities’ support for 
the institution of higher learning has created 
a talent pipeline to feed the job demand being 
created directly by the MFZ and indirectly 
through associated economic growth. 

Future operations at the Taminhent Free Zone 
and the Tajhari Free Zone should also have a 
major impact on local employment in different 
areas of the country. As the development of 
the MFZ and its sister operations continues, 
these gateways to Africa and adjacent regions 
are expected to provide significant employment 
opportunities along this potential corridor.

MFZ is the largest free zone in Libya in 
terms of employment, with 40,000 

direct and indirect employees working 
at the zone as of June 2022
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ESG
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Local Communities
The MFZ’s close proximity to the Misrata 
city centre and its easy access to the 
capital give it a predominantly urban 
atmosphere, although it also encompasses 
the neighbouring settlements of Ad Dafiniya, 
Krarim and Tawergha, and stretches of more 
sparsely settled land and seashore. 

The impact of the zone on this hinterland 
fits within the scope of an ESG assessment, 
in terms of the MFZ’s contribution to local 
economic and social development and 
stability. Recent years have seen that stability 
tested by regional and national conflict. 

Despite the headwinds of the last decade, 
both the city of Misrata and the free zone 
were less affected than other areas of 
the country. Indeed, as Libya’s main port 
and a key centre of the economy, the MFZ 
continued to operate, its recognition by 
all parties as a vital facility for global trade 
helping protect its people and businesses.

Furthermore, the zone has provided many 
health and medical benefits for the local 
community. These include its sponsorship 
and support for the construction of the 
Libyan National Cancer Institute’s paediatric 
clinic, as well as funding the operational 
costs of a number of beds in the intensive 
care unit at Misrata Medical Centre. The MFZ 
has also sponsored the development of the 
main hall at Misurata University’s Faculty of 
Medical Technology. 

The free zone has sponsored 73 schools 
and more than 70 higher education 

institutions, while supporting blind students 
with BrailleSense 6 note takers and braille 
watches. At the same time, the MFZ has 
created job opportunities for the community, 
both directly at the zone and indirectly 
through business conducted between zone-
based firms and local suppliers.

Investment in new infrastructure has 
followed the zone’s development. Recent 
projects include a new coastal motorway, a 
650-MW power station, an air cargo facility 
and a new hospital. The MFZ also plans to 
rehabilitate the wider area around the zone 
and its connecting roads. 

The MFZ’s heavy transport road development 
and maintenance project forms part of its 
social commitment, with a new, double-
lane motorway completed over six months 
in 2022. The heavy transport road leading 
to the MFZ and its port also benefits from 
locally sourced solar-powered lighting.

The MFZ has sponsored 
73 schools and more than 
70 higher education 
institutions
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The MFZ works in partnership with the 
Renewable Energies Centre at Misurata 
University to boost the usage of solar energy. 
The authorities organise conferences and 
workshops on topics ranging from renewable 
energy and economic diversification to 
sustainability in businesses and free zones.

The MFZ is the largest Libyan free zone in 
terms of employment, with around 40,000 
people working for the zone both directly and 
indirectly as of 2022, a figure that is estimated 
to increase to 100,000 by 2030. This will have 
a significant impact on the local community, as 
well as the wider Libyan environment.

Creating employment and training 
opportunities, and assisting in diversification 
efforts are key aspects of the MFZ’s mandate. 
The zone’s authorities provide training for 
employees on topics including accidents and 
emergencies, as well as comprehensive training 
and educational programmes.

The MFZ’s strategic location makes it a 
promising economic and business destination 
in the Mediterranean region. The close 
proximity of Misrata International Airport 
offers significant advantages in terms of 
efficiency. In addition, recent infrastructure 
projects benefit the zone and local community.

Companies wishing to operate in the MFZ must 
complete an environmental impact assessment 
administered by the Ministry of Environment. 
Firms must follow best practices in on-site 
waste management, hazardous waste and 
contaminant prevention, the recycling of waste 
and CO2 emissions reduction.

The MFZ operates in a challenging 
environment as Libya emerges from years of 
conflict. Despite these headwinds, the zone’s 
authorities recognise the central importance 
of adhering to ESG standards. The MFZ values 
its international clients and is committed to 
respecting diverse business cultures.



www.oxfordbusinessgroup.com


