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Libya jail swap deal clears way for BP
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Libya has ratified a contract with BP after the UK government drafted a prisoner transfer agreement that could cover the man serving a life sentence in Scotland for the Lockerbie bombing.

The $900m (€600m, £450m) exploration contract was part of a package of bilateral agreements arranged by Tony Blair, former UK prime minister, on a state visit to Libya last year.

But final ratification of BP’s deal had been left hanging for months, with Libyan negotiators saying they were angered that Mr Blair had left open the possibility of excluding Abdelbaset Ali Mohmed al-Megrahi, the Libyan jailed for his part in the 1988 attack, from a deal to repatriate Libyan prisoners held in British jails. 

The apparent turnround on the prisoner exchange transfer has caused much controversy in the Scottish parliament. Politicians there accuse London of ignoring Scottish legal procedures in order to smooth over relations with Libya, which has huge unexplored deposits of oil and natural gas and has recently opened its doors to investment after years of sanctions.

“The matter of Megrahi had delayed matters, not just for BP but all other commercial arrangements,” said Saad Djebbar, a London-based lawyer who has worked with the Libyans on the Lockerbie case. Earlier this week he said Tripoli had been waiting for a sign of “goodwill”. 

The Megrahi case came to a head in Scotland in December when Alex Salmond, first minister, criticised the UK government for failing to exclude the Lockerbie bomber from the prisoner transfer agreement. A BP spokesman told the FT that the company’s deal was ratified and backdated to December 23. 

Mr Salmond said the Scottish government was “extremely disappointed” that Jack Straw, the UK justice secretary, had indicated he had not been able to exclude Libyans connected with the Lockerbie incident from the agreement.

Westminster sources insisted safeguards were in place to give Scottish ministers a veto over whether Mr Megrahi would be sent home. But Mr Salmond remained concerned that the veto could be challenged in court and wanted a specific exclusion to the agreement.

Mr Megrahi’s appeal against his conviction for the murder of 270 people on board a Pan Am flight that blew up over the borders town of Lockerbie is due for another hearing on February 20, although a full appeal may not begin until the end of the year. The Scottish Criminal Cases Review Commission concluded last year that he may have suffered a miscarriage of justice. 

BP denied there were political reasons for the ratification of the deal being delayed. But the company has been involved in political negotiations with Tripoli before, dispatching one of its in-house advisers who was a former UK intelligence officer to negotiate the release last year of Bulgarian nurses detained in Libya.

