
9June 26, 2015

News & Analysis Maghreb

The sinister aims of ISIS in Libya

F
ighters of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) established 
a foothold in Libya less 
than a year ago, and 
yet the group is 
becoming the main 

competition to armed Libyan 
militias and the most formidable 
fighting force in the region.

Made up mainly of Tunisian 
nationals, with Egyptians, 
Moroccans, Sudanese and a 
patchwork of other nationalities, 
ISIS forces possess the logistical 
means to move swiftly. They also 
possess modern weaponry, 
including tanks and anti-aircraft 
batteries, which gives them a 
definitive edge over the Libyan 
Islamist and tribal militias, who 
are inexperienced, divided and 
disorganised.

The establishment of ISIS in 
Libya comes within the frame-
work of a hegemonic strategic 
vision that far exceeds the 
boundaries of Libya. It would be 
a serious mistake for the world to 
ignore this.

The presence of ISIS in Libya is 
rooted in the military stalemates 

in Syria and Iraq. ISIS leaders in 
the Levant may fear they will lose 
control of foreign fighters, who 
joined in the belief of a quick 
victory over Syrian President 
Bashar Assad’s army. Better paid 
than the bulk of the local ISIS 
fighters, these foreign combat-
ants have become a burden and 
are despised by the local popula-
tion for their arrogance and feroc-
ity.  It is better for ISIS that the 
troops join the Maghreb war-
front.

ISIS is pursuing the same 
strategy in Libya it has  in the 
Levant. 

First, establish a presence in 
regions where the local popula-
tion is likely to be receptive. 
ISIS’s easy capture of the city of 
Sirte, former stronghold of 
long-time Libyan leader Muam-
mar Qaddafi, is a case in point.

Sirte has symbolic importance 
for members of the former 
regime, which the Islamic State is 
trying to win over just as it did in 
Iraq with Saddam Hussein’s 
Ba’ath Party members.  Sirte is 
just 150 kilometres from the “oil 
crescent” which, along with the 
capital, Tripoli, is a priority 
target. ISIS will not be able to 
sustain its momentum without 
significant funding, which 
seizing Libya’s oil fields could 
make possible.

If ISIS, which is unrelentingly 
advancing towards the Tunisian 
and Algerian borders, secures 
control along the Libyan coast — a 

very likely occurrence in the 
coming weeks — the strategic 
implications for the entire 
Mediterranean basin will be 
profound.

The Islamic State then will be at 
the gates of Europe and will have 
the capacity to destabilise the 
region for years to come.

Euro-Mediterranean security 
will largely depend on how the 
military situation in Libya 
unfolds. Yet, few seem to fully 
appreciate the serious threat ISIS 
poses in the Maghreb. The Libyan 
factions are bogged down in 
UN-sponsored negotiations 
whose outcome will be impossi-
ble to implement on the ground 
because of the continuously 
changing balance of power.

Lacking geopolitical foresight, 
Europe does not see the Libyan 
conundrum as a threat. The 
United States has assumed the 
role of observer and picks its 
targets as if the elimination of a 
single jihadist leader could 
change the course of events.

Libya is seen only through the 
prism of migration, and yet it is 
giving birth to a monster whose 
strategic objectives are based on 
an ideological and totalitarian 
vision of the world.

For ISIS and its leader, Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi, the self-proclaimed 
caliph, control over Libya opens 
the road to militarily vulnerable 
Tunisia and to politically unsta-
ble Algeria. ISIS does not recog-
nise borders. The whole world is 

its battlefield.
If ISIS wins in the Levant and 

the Maghreb, Egypt and the Gulf 
states will be caught in the vice 
and likely the next targets of a 
violent movement that wants 
only to see its black banner flutter 
over the territories without 
borders of the sixth caliphate.

This is by no means a fantasy 
scenario. All of ISIS’s literature, 
from its poems to its songs, 
highlights the glorious past in 
order to motivate its troops and 
lure new recruits.  

ISIS military victories are 
appealing to a growing number of 
vulnerable and marginalised 
Maghrebi populations, meaning 
that the threat to countries in the 
region can come from within.

ISIS’s victories are in large part 
the consequence of a disturbing 
absence of strategic foresight on 
the part of the Mediterranean 
states that do not cooperate 
militarily and exchange very little 
intelligence, a vital weapon in the 
fight against terrorism.

The threat posed by ISIS is a 
reality that can no longer be 
denied. It presents a challenge to 
people on both sides of the 
Mediterranean and summons us 
all to respond vigorously, deci-
sively and soon.
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aghreb experts see 
a real danger in the 
continuing expan-
sion of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Libya, 

but they offer different scenarios 
for the future.

“In the space of two months, 
the Islamic State in Libya was able 
to recruit 3,000 additional fight-
ers, expand west from Derna and 
Sirte, get closer to the oil crescent 
and threaten Tripoli, Benghazi and 
Misrata,” noted retired Algerian 
colonel Romdhane Hamlet on June 
16th at a Tunis conference.

In early June, ISIS seized a power 
plant and an airbase in Sirte as well 
as the nearby city of Harawa.

Hamlet, who fought Islamist 
insurgents during Algeria’s Black 
Decade in the 1990s, warns that 
ISIS expansion could have “dis-
astrous consequences” for the re-
gion. ISIS’s task, he pointed out, is 
facilitated by the conflict between 
the troops of the internationally 
recognised government in Tobruk, 
led by General Khalifa Haftar, and 
Libya Dawn Islamists.

Hamlet warns that Misrata might 
be “the immediate military target” 
for ISIS.

Misrata, a town of 400.000 peo-
ple 187 kilometres east of Tripoli, is 
strategically important and played 
a significant role in the 2011 upris-
ing. The city hosts a steel produc-
tion industry and an airbase.

According to Hamlet, the expe-
rienced battalions in the city could 
be potential ISIS recruits.

“If Misrata falls, the Tunisian 
south will be destabilised,” Hamlet 
says.

Sheikh Farid al-Beji, a Tunisian 
religious scholar and member of 
the Tunisian Centre for Global Se-
curity Studies, says Tunisia is not 
immune to ISIS, “a quasi-state with 
military, intelligence, economic, 
communication and preaching in-
stitutions”. Beji said he is worried 
most by the draw of ISIS’s narra-
tive, which seeks to “rattle soci-
ety’s faith”.

“They were able to implant for-
eign ideas and terminology in our 
daily lives, and some of our people 
adopted it,” explains Beji, presi-
dent of the Zeitouni Dar al-Hadith 
Association. In addition to bolster-
ing security capabilities, Beji says 
Tunisia is in need of “a unified reli-
gious strategy” across the country 
to safeguard “our religious faith 
and doctrine”.

He sees a role for the country’s 
Zaytuna scholars, saying, “If 300 
Zaytuna figures spoke in one lan-
guage, people would be less in-
clined to be swayed by extremist 
thought.”

The Zaytuna, a Tunisian mosque 
and centre of religious learning, has 
been a source of moderate Sunni 
thought even before the country’s 
independence in 1956.

Hamlet said he was also con-
cerned about the impact of ISIS’s 
moves on Algeria’s security. “Libya 
and Algeria share a 982km border. 
It’s hard for any army in the world 
to secure such a frontier,” he said, 
adding that “it is way easier to 
sneak in from the Tunisian-Alge-
rian border than from the Libyan 
south, due to geographical and so-
cial factors.”

Rafaa Tabib, a political anthro-
pologist, sees things differently. He 
says ISIS poses a minimal threat to 
Tunisia. “The Islamic State can’t 
stand against armies. ISIS troops 
can fill vacuum situations and col-
lapsed areas,” says Tabib. 

Hamlet does not exclude an ISIS 

offensive from Libya towards the 
east. “They already have a strong 
eastern front,” he said. “They will 
seek to continue their advance and 
erase borders with Egypt, with the 
help of Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis in Si-
nai.”

Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis, a jihad-
ist organisation that has claimed 
responsibility for many attacks on 
security forces in the Sinai, pledged 
allegiance to ISIS in November 
2014.

The emergence of ISIS in Libya, 
experts point out, is tied to the 
country’s internal dynamics. Tabib 
offers an explanation: “ISIS has ap-
peared in Libya as soon as talks of 
a unity government started. Where 
did it first appear? In Sirte, home-

land of the Qaddafi tribe.”
He points out that the militias 

which are loyal to Qaddafi’s tribe 
joined forces with ISIS and invited 
it to Sirte in a “marriage of conveni-
ence”. The Qaddafi tribe seemed to 
be acting based on the fear that any 
post-conflict settlement would ex-
clude them from any role in Libya.

This trend could repeat itself in 
Libya adding to the potential of ISIS 
expansion.

“Many militias that are unable to 
sustain themselves will turn to the 
Islamic State for funds and pledge 
allegiance to them,” says Tabib. 
“They won’t be part of the Islamic 
State’s core, but they will form part 
of its strategy.”

Some experts see the European 

Union and its Western allies push-
ing for a swift solution to the prob-
lems in Libya because of their ea-
gerness to curb the flow of illegal 
immigrants, stop ISIS expansion 
and ensure uninterrupted oil pro-
duction. Tabib confides: “I was in 
Libya a month ago. Foreign intel-
ligence teams in the west and in 
Fezzan were everywhere and have 
already laid the groundwork.”

Tabib says that if the UN-bro-
kered talks prove fruitless, a West-
ern intervention is inevitable. “A 
new government will be imposed 
on the Libyans, with UN blue hel-
mets if need be,” he said.

Yassine Halila is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Tunis.
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