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US leadership conspicuously absent on Libya crisis
Washington

T 

he European Union had 
an emergency meeting 
on April 23rd to address 
the rise in illegal migra-
tion and its humanitar-

ian implications. The summit came 
on the heels of one of the worst 
migrant tragedies in recent times, 
when nearly 900 people fleeing 
war and poverty drowned in the 
Mediterranean after their ship 
sank.

Embarking from Libyan ports on 
vessels of questionable sea worthi-
ness has become an increasingly 
common way for desperate people 
from Arab and African countries to 
try to reach Europe.

At the summit, EU leaders tripled 
the budget of the Triton border 
protection operation, now cost-
ing about $3.22 million per month, 
which includes aircraft and coastal 
patrol boats protecting the Euro-
pean southern coastline.

But some international organisa-
tions and immigration advocates 
say the European Union’s new plan 
remains inadequate in the face of 
an immigration crisis that is likely 
to worsen in the coming months. 
Amnesty International (AI) noted 
that the Triton operation patrols 
only within 50 kilometres of the 
Italian and Maltese coasts, far from 

where many of the deaths at sea oc-
cur.

Conspicuously absent from the 
debate is leadership from Wash-
ington, which critics say appears to 
believe that the crisis is a European 
problem.

This is a big mistake, says Wayne 
White, a policy expert with the 
Washington-based Middle East In-
stitute and former deputy director 
for the Near East at the US State 
Department’s Bureau of Intelli-
gence and Research. The solution 
to abetting illegal immigration and 
its related security concerns lies in 
Libya and world powers must take 
an initiative to push for a remedy 
there.

“You want to fix your immigra-
tion problem? Then start fixing the 
Libya problem. Start putting things 
on the table that might interest the 
two warring parties in Libya. And 
both the EU and the US need to be 
doing this together,” White told 
The Arab Weekly.

Libya effectively has two govern-
ments that are fuelling the coun-
try’s civil war with the majority 
secular, Tobruk-based government 
internationally recognised. It was 
elected last June when barely one-
fifth of Libyans showed up to vote. 
Opposing it is the former Libyan 
General National Congress, based 
in Tripoli, which boycotted the 
elections but seeks a legitimate 
stake in ruling the country.

UN Special Envoy Bernardino 

Leon has, since December, been 
trying to broker a diplomatic so-
lution between the two govern-
ments with little progress. White 
says without real incentives and 
the gravitas of Washington’s diplo-
matic involvement, Leon has little 
chance of success.

“A diplomatic solution is tough 
when it’s not being addressed in 
terms of real heft and … concrete 
help in terms of finance and mili-
tary … from both the EU and US. 
That needs to change,” he said.

Beyond the deteriorating hu-
manitarian situation lie many se-
curity concerns related to the im-
migration wave. The Islamic State 
(ISIS) claims to have inserted ji-
hadist sleepers among the illegal 
migrants seeking passage to Eu-
rope and, although its claim that 
it has sent thousands is probably 
exaggerated, the European Union 
worries about jihadists entering its 
borders.

ISIS has a small but growing pres-
ence in Libya. In April, the militant 
organisation shocked the world 
with footage of cold-blooded kill-
ings of dozens of Christian Ethio-
pians on the beach. The victims 
had likely left their country for the 
Libyan coast in an attempt to cross 
into Europe.

White said the ISIS threat only 
makes it that much more impera-
tive for the United States to become 
more involved.

“Not by putting boots on the 
ground, but by providing maritime 
patrol aircraft, surveillance from air  
of coastal areas,” he said.

Already, a well-functioning inter-
national maritime force prevents 
the smuggling of oil by Libya’s war-
ring factions. A similar commit-
ment can perhaps curtail human 
smugglers and prevent their unsea-
worthy vessels from setting sail, he 
added. Equally important, if Wash-
ington throws its weight behind a 
diplomatic solution, the warring 
factions in Libya could be held to 
their word regarding a commitment 
to fight ISIS.

“In other words, if you guys co-
operate against the terrorists, we’ll 
help … with loans and grants. And 
if you’re not going to cooperate 
and engage with air strikes (against 
ISIS), then you won’t benefit from 

the financial aid we’re offering,” 
White said.

But more active US engagement 
seems unlikely in the current po-
litical climate in Washington. The 
2016 presidential campaigning has 
begun and hardly anyone mentions 
Libya, except perhaps to point the 
finger at the Obama administra-
tion’s role in deposing Libyan 
leader Muammar Qaddafi without 
having a plan for the aftermath.As 
things stand, the European Union 
is more focused on keeping illegal 
migrants from reaching its shores 
than it is on fixing Libya.

As for the United States, the most 
recent, significant mention of Libya 
by US President Barack Obama was 
during a visit by Italian Prime Min-
ister Matteo Renzi just two days 
before the tragic drowning of hun-
dreds of migrants.

“We … spent a considerable 
amount of time discussing our 
deep, shared concern for the situa-
tion in Libya, where we continue to 
support UN efforts to form a unity 
government,” said Obama. How-
ever, no further pledges or concrete 
ideas were forthcoming from the 
president.

Rasha Elass is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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Impact of US and Algerian positions on Libya crisis

T
he Libyan crisis is 
worsening day after 
day, despite the fact 
that Libyan society 
largely lacks the type 
of ethnic and sectar-

ian divisions noted in Iraq, Syria 
or Yemen.

As a result, several questions 
may be posed in this context: Why 
is the fighting escalating? Why 
have the political elites failed 
to reach a national consensus? 
Why did the international com-
munity give up on Libya and end 
the monthly meetings that were 
convened by the so-called Friends 
of Libya?

Bearing direct responsibility 
for this state of affairs is foreign 

intervention, which toppled 
the former regime by military 

force and paved the way for minor 
players to intervene in Libyan 
affairs in a blatant manner. Qatari, 
Turkish and Sudanese interven-
tions mark the beginning of the 
aggravation of the crisis. Through 
their interventions this triumvi-
rate believed they could impose 
their agendas, along with their 
Libyan allies, by force of arms and 
money.

Mercenaries and terrorists from 
these countries began to flow 
towards Libya as early as 2011. 
These same countries also formed 
armed militias to implement their 
agendas and unleashed these 
groups to destabilise the country 
to the point that one-third of the 
population is now either refugees 
or internally displaced.

Political life in Libya has dete-
riorated and the country is ruled 
by force of arms. Early in 2012, the 
leaders of the February uprising 
of the previous year fell out with 
one another, leading to a strug-
gle for power that gained such 
momentum that it turned Libya 
into a failed state with two gov-
ernments, two legislative bodies 
and two armed entities. With the 

Tripoli government representing 
Islamist extremism, some coun-
tries decided to side with the par-
liament of Tobruk. In this camp 
we find Egypt, which considers 
Libya a source of terrorism, along 
with the UAE, Saudi Arabia and 
Jordan, which see Libyan extrem-
ism as a threat to the region as a 
whole.

The Algerian and US positions 
vis-à-vis the Libyan crisis have 
undergone significant changes. 
Algeria has come to see the events 
in Libya as being connected to its 

own domestic security. It there-
fore engaged in direct dialogue 
with extremists in Libya in the 
hope that this would neutralise 
Islamists in Algeria and isolate 
them from their Libyan counter-
parts. This policy was given added 
urgency as Libyan border areas 
became fertile ground for terrorist 
training camps.

The United States also adopted 
a duplicitous position, giving free 
rein to Turkey, Sudan, and Qatar 
to act as they wished. When the 
UAE and Saudi Arabia intervened, 
however, US President Barack 
Obama quickly demanded that 
the Gulf countries not interfere in 
Libyan affairs.

The wrong-headed policies of 
both the United States and Algeria 
have served to exacerbate the 
crisis in Libya, and they undoubt-
edly bear some responsibility for 
the disaster that is unfolding as a 
result.

Saleh Ibrahim is a Libyan writer. 
His commentary was translated 
and adapted from the Arabic. 
It was initially published in the 
London-based Al Arab newspaper.
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