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Benghazi

T 

he old courthouse in cen-
tral Benghazi, Libya’s 
second-largest city and 
the birthplace of the up-
rising against Muammar 

Qaddafi, is a shelled-out ruin — a 
testimony to the destruction and 
chaos that permeate this North Afri-
can country four years after the civil 
war that ousted the longtime dicta-
tor.

The building is steeped in symbol-
ism. It was here that the rallying cry 
first came against Qaddafi’s 42-year 
rule. It was here that pro-democracy 
protesters and rebels first raised the 
tri-coloured Libyan flag, replacing 
Qaddafi’s green banner.

Now, the courthouse is rubble, 
like much of the rest of Benghazi.

Libya is bitterly divided between 
an elected parliament and gov-
ernment that are cornered in the 
country’s east with little power on 
the ground and an Islamist militia-
backed government in the west. 
Hundreds of militias are aligned 
with either side or on their own, bat-
tling for power and turf.

UN-backed talks between rival 
factions have not managed to strike 
a power-sharing deal. Meanwhile, 
Libya’s Islamic State (ISIS) affiliate 
is fighting on different fronts, los-
ing ground in its eastern stronghold 
of Derna while expanding along the 
country’s central northern coastline.

For Benghazi, the past year was 
the worst. Near-daily street fight-
ing has pitted militias made up of 
a myriad of al-Qaeda-linked mili-
tants, ISIS extremists and former 
anti-Qaddafi rebels against soldiers 
loyal to the internationally recog-
nised government and their militia 
allies.

Once known for its mix of archi-
tectural styles left behind by Arab, 
Ottoman and Italian rule, Beng-
hazi — shaped like a crescent moon, 
hugging the Mediterranean on one 
side and sheltered by the Green 
Mountain on the other — has lost 
the flair of times past.

Many landmarks have been de-
stroyed, including much of the Old 
City, with its Moorish arches and 
Italian façades. The Benghazi Uni-
versity, its archives and department 
buildings hollowed-out, is occu-
pied by militiamen who put snipers 
on rooftops and turned the campus 
into a warzone.

Charred and wrecked cars, piles 
of twisted metal and debris act as 
front-line demarcations between 
warring factions. In many neigh-
bourhoods, Libyan soldiers have 
blown up buildings to clear snipers’ 
nests or search for tunnels used for 
smuggling weapons.

Schools are closed, few hospitals 
remain open and wheat and fuel 
shortages force residents to queue 
up for hours every day outside 
bakeries and petrol stations. Many 
neighbourhoods have been emp-
tied out by fleeing residents, only to 
be looted and torched by maraud-
ing militias.

More than one-fifth of Beng-
hazi’s population of 630,000 has 
been forced out of their homes. 

Those with money fled abroad. The 
rest sought refuge in other Libyan 
towns and cities or crowded into 
Benghazi’s makeshift camps and 
schools turned into shelters.

The overall number of displaced 
within Libya has almost doubled 
from an estimated 230,000 in Sep-
tember 2014 to more than 434,000 
amid escalating fighting, according 
to a UN report.

Benghazi resident Hamid al-Id-
rissi says he and his family fled their 
war-torn Gawarsha neighbourhood 

under heavy shelling. His extend-
ed family had a total of 45 houses 
there, built on a vast swath of land 
owned by his late grandfather, he 
said.

“Houses were first looted, then 
burned down. We lost everything,” 
Idrissi said as he and his relatives 
huddled in a school turned into a 
shelter.

Civilians in the city live against 
the backdrop of gunshots and am-
bulance sirens that fill the night. In 
May, more than 27 civilians were 
killed, including 12 members of 
one family who were preparing for 
a wedding party when a rocket hit 
their house.

The groom and five children were 
among the dead.

The city’s residents also fear ab-
ductions at the hands of militiamen 
from the Shura Council of Benghazi 

Revolutionaries, an umbrella group 
of hard-line militias that includes 
Ansar al-Sharia, which the United 
States blames for the September 
2012 attack on the US consulate 
in Benghazi that killed Ambassa-
dor Chris Stevens and three other 
Americans.

Benghazi’s descent into all-out 
war started in May 2014, when 
Libyan General Khalifa Haftar, 
once Qaddafi’s army chief who later 
joined the opposition, launched 
an offensive against the militias 
blamed for a series of assassina-
tions of the city’s army officers, 
policemen, judges and journalists. 
He soon formally joined ranks with 
Libya’s elected government and, 
since then, Haftar’s forces have tak-
en back parts of Benghazi.

Essam al-Hamali, a member of 
the Benghazi Crisis Committee, 
said there are 140,000 displaced in-
dividuals in the city.

“Most of these families left their 
homes in a hurry, taking whatever 
they could grab,” he said. “Some 
only had the clothes they were 
wearing when the fighting began.”

Over the past five months, his 
committee received a one-time 
voucher of about $100 per person 
for 481 families living in one Beng-
hazi school.

In March, it got about 7,000 food 
parcels from international donors 
through the Libyan Aid Agency — 
less than 1% of what is needed. It 
was promised $20 million to $40 
million in aid but the government 
only delivered $5 million.

“We have declared Benghazi a 
disaster zone,” Hamali said. “But it 
seems that no one cares.”
(The Associated Press)

Tunis

E 

fforts to bring peace to 
troubled Libya took a step 
forward when most of the 
delegates to UN-brokered 
negotiations in Morocco 

initialled an amended draft agree-
ment submitted by UN Special En-
voy Bernardino Leon.

Nonetheless, the process is far 
from ended.

“Initialling” does not mean the 
same as “signing”. By initialling the 
draft, negotiators simply approved 
the content and can now select a 
prime minister, two deputy prime 
ministers and address other items 
in the annexes to the agreement.

These include the priorities for 
the Government of National Ac-
cord, a mechanism for choosing 
the members of the State Council 
and the organisation of its func-
tions and terms for the adminis-
tration of Libyan financial policies 
and national assets.

Once chosen, the prime minister 
and his deputies will select the rest 
of the government whose names 
will be added to the appendices 
and the entire draft is to then be 
sent to the House of Representa-
tives for approval. 

If it is approved, the delegates 
will formally sign the agreement, 
the Government of National Accord 
will be set up and Libya will be in a 
new situation.

But there is a major complica-
tion: The team from the continuing 
General National Congress (GNC) in 

Tripoli did not sign the draft.
The GNC took exception to 

amendments and decided that its 
delegates would not return to Mo-
rocco unless Leon agreed to ad-
dress changes it wants in the text. 
More importantly, it demands Leon 
accept its interpretation of the Su-
preme Court ruling last November, 
that the House of Representatives 
does not legally exist and that the 
GNC is the only legitimate Libyan 
legislature.

Such a demand would unravel the 
draft, which is based on the idea 
that the House of Representatives, 
elected in 2014, is Libya’s main 
legislature. The GNC was given 
the secondary role of contribut-
ing 90 members to the 120-seat 
State Council, which is effectively 
an advisory upper chamber in the 
Libyan parliament. In an early ver-
sion of the draft, the council had 
limited powers but in the amended 
versions these were removed at the 
House of Representatives’ insist-
ence, which is what prompted the 
GNC to walk away.

After its boycott decision, there 
were appeals to it to return to Mo-
rocco, repeated by Leon at the July 
11th initialling. But he and the del-
egates who turned up have taken 
the view that they can live without 
the GNC, at least for now.

That may strike many as bizarre. 
After all, the initial idea of the 
dialogue was to achieve peace in 
Libya by bringing together the rival 
groupings in the country: the inter-
nationally recognised one consist-
ing of the House of Representatives 
in Tobruk as well the government 
of Abdullah al-Thinni in Beida and 
the Libyan National Army, and the 
unrecognised one in Tripoli con-
sisting of the GNC together with 
the “government” of Khalifa Gh-
well and the Libya Dawn militias, 
as well as a small grouping of regu-
lar army officers, supporting it.

Going ahead with the initialling 
without the GNC followed by the 
selection of the prime minister and 
government negates that original 
idea.

Moreover, a Government of Na-
tional Accord will not be able to go 
to Tripoli as planned because the 
militias there, which are the real 
masters of the city, will not allow 
it. Libya will therefore continue 
with rival structures: the GNC and 
its government in Tripoli and the 
Government of National Accord re-
placing the Thinni administration 
elsewhere, possibly again Beida.

Libya will remain divided.
However, the reasons for the ini-

tialling are far more complex — one 
might even say crafty.

For the international community, 
notably the United States and Eu-
ropean states, the prime concerns 
in Libya are the rise of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and, to lesser extent, il-
legal migration. 

In a bid to push the Libyan par-
ties to agree on a Government of 
National Accord, states such as 
the United States and the United 
Kingdom have constantly said 
that they would provide support 
to Libya, particularly military sup-
port to fight terrorism (but not stat-
ing what form that support might 
take), only when a such a govern-
ment is in place. But now, with the 
growing presence of ISIS in Libya, 
their concerns have become ur-
gent.

The initialling of the agreement, 
albeit without the GNC, brings the 
Government of National Accord 
and with it tough action against 
ISIS much closer.

That, according to one ambassa-
dor at the initialling ceremony, was 
the reason why it was decided to go 
ahead without the GNC.

With the cracks in the Libya Dawn 
edifice growing wider and the di-
vide between Misrata and other 

west Libyan towns and the House 
of Representatives diminishing, it 
may well be that Congress changes 
its mind and allows delegates to re-
turn to Morocco to join the discus-
sions on who should be in the new 
government.

They could easily do so in re-
sponse to Leon’s offer to them that 
“in the weeks ahead we will… ad-
dress the outstanding concerns” — 
although the House of Representa-
tives have made it plain that the 
text of the draft is final and there 
can be no changes.

The decision to initial it, in the 

presence, moreover, of the mayors 
of cities and towns previously solid 
supporters of Libya Dawn — Misra-
ta, Zliten, Emselata and, most strik-
ing of all, central Tripoli — certainly 
provided a stark demonstration of 
the GNC’s declining position and 
its growing isolation.

There are those in the capital who 
oppose both the Dialogue and who 
have the power to prevent the GNC 
delegates going to Morocco.

But the GNC may decide it has no 
choice but to rejoin.

Leon and the delegates in Moroc-
co are certainly banking on it.
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