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US supports UN mediation in Libya

Washington

E 

fforts by UN Special Envoy 
to Libya Bernardino Leon 
to broker a unity agree-
ment between Libyan fac-
tions represent the best 

hope of political reconciliation in 
the troubled country. But the Islam-
ist government faction in the capital 
Tripoli, the General National Con-
gress, has refused to sign up to it 
and it is not clear how the problem 
of Libya’s militias will be dealt with.

Washington is supporting the UN 
effort largely because it sees no vi-
able alternative and is hoping that 
Italy or another EU country will take 
the lead in forming a peacekeeping 
force.

Libya has been plagued by vio-
lence, rival governments (an Islam-
ist one in Tripoli and a secular one 
in eastern city of Tobruk), low oil 
exports because of the violence 
and the presence of an Islamic State 
(ISIS) group, which has committed 
atrocities against Libyans and for-
eigners (including Egyptians and 
Ethiopians) and has been linked to 
terrorist attacks in neighbouring Tu-
nisia.

If all this were not bad enough, 
there are an estimated 1,500 mili-
tias in Libya, some of which are al-
lied to the rival governments but 
many others are essentially neigh-
bourhood gangs running extortion 
rackets. In addition, the country is 
awash in weapons, most of which 
were looted during the 2011 revolu-
tion that ousted dictator Muammar 

Qaddafi.
Leon’s strategy has been to obtain 

a unity agreement first and then 
deal with Libya’s other problems. 
His efforts partially paid off in July 
when most Libyan political factions 
initialled an agreement. The essence 
of the deal is that the House of Rep-
resentatives, currently in Tobruk, 
would serve as the legislative body, 
while the executive branch would be 
a government of national unity that 
would include members from both 
rival governments. But the Tripoli 
government of the General National 
Congress objected, believing the 
agreement was tilted too heavily in 
favour of the Tobruk faction.

Leon is hoping that enough pres-
sure builds up inside Libya that the 
Tripoli faction will eventually agree, 
but that scenario has not material-
ised. Without the Tripoli faction, it 
is hard to imagine a true unity gov-
ernment can be formed. Nonethe-
less, the Tobruk faction is moving 
ahead with political plans that it 
believes are in sync with the accord. 
It is planning to vote to extend the 
life of the House of Representatives, 
whose mandate is to expire on Oc-
tober 21st.

Meanwhile, the European Union 
is trying to fashion a response to the 
Libyan crisis, in large part to stem 
the number of migrants travelling 
through Libya to Europe. It wants 
the UN effort to succeed and, in late 
July, EU foreign ministers reported-
ly were exploring asset freezes and 
travel bans on Libyans, including 
General Khalifa Haftar, from both 
major factions who were actively 
opposing the unity accord.

Although Haftar has put his forces 
at the disposal of the Tobruk gov-
ernment, he has said he will not re-
spect the accord, probably because 
he views all Islamists as part of Lib-
ya’s problem.

If a unity government is formed, 
the international community will 
support it, even to the point of send-

ing in a peacekeeping force. Italy has 
taken the lead in proposing such a 
force but many questions remain. As 
Libya’s former colonial power, Italy 
has some political baggage associ-
ated with its former rule despite ex-
tensive economic ties. It is not clear 
who would make up such a force 
and whether the Italians would be 
best suited to lead it. Additionally, 
ISIS would regard a Western force in 
Libya as an opportunity to entice ex-
tremists to come to the country and 
fight “non-believers”.

According to sources in Washing-
ton, the United States, after initial 
hesitation, has embraced the UN ef-

fort. On August 2nd, US Secretary 
of State John Kerry, at a news con-
ference in Cairo, underscored this 
support by stating: “We cannot al-
low” a few spoiler groups in Libya 
to “destroy the entire [UN] process” 
because they have not achieved all 
of their goals, adding that the United 
States was going to explore “how we 
might get greater support to the UN 
initiative right now”.

If the UN accord were to be ac-
cepted by the Tripoli faction, the 
United States would probably sup-
port a peacekeeping force with in-
telligence as well as drones aimed at 
ISIS targets in Libya but it is highly 

doubtful that the US would contrib-
ute to such a force with personnel 
on the ground.

 While the United States will likely 
use its diplomatic clout in the UN 
Security Council to support the ex-
tension of the UN Support Mission 
in Libya mandate in September, 
Washington will continue to look to 
the Europeans to take the lead on 
Libya.

Gregory Aftandilian is an associate 
of the Middle East Center at the 
University of Massachusetts-Lowell 
and is a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.

UN envoy to Libya, Bernardino Leon, left, signs the document on a new version of a UN-brokered 
Libya peace deal as Morocco’s Foreign Minister Salaheddine Mezouar applauds after Libyan political 
leaders agreed, in Rabat, Morocco, on July 11, 2015.
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For Libya’s sake!

R
egardless of the 
political conse-
quences of the 
February 17th 
revolution and the 
ideological battles 

between those who supported or 
opposed it, the sentences handed 
down to members of the former 
Qaddafi regime on July 28th must 
be seen as a product of a “failed 
revolution”.

Talk of revolutionary trials has 
nothing to do with what is best 
for Libya, which has become a 
battleground for internal conflicts 
and an arena for regional and 
international interventions that 
have ultimately led to the loss of 
the revolution’s identity.

Using the principles of 
sovereignty and the right to run 
Libya’s domestic affairs as an 
excuse was nothing more than a 
smokescreen. The harsh sentences 
against Qaddafi’s men can only 
be judged from political and 
historical angles as to whether 
they can help in the pursuit of 
national reconciliation.  The death 
sentences issued against Saif 
al-Islam Qaddafi, Baghdadi al-
Mahmoudi and Abdullah Senussi 
are an obstacle in the way of 
genuine Libyan reconciliation.

These sentences cannot be part 
of the accountability process 

as the court that sentenced 

them did not possess the legal 
or administrative authority to 
do so. These sentences will also 
cause deeper divisions in Libya, 
not reconciliation, at a time when 
some observers were suggesting 
that Libyans were moving towards 
greater unity against the threat 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) and the 
never-ending cycle of revenge.

These are all signs that indicate 
that the judiciary in Libya is 
not independent from political 
influence, including from those 
who favour political exclusion and 
reject the idea of joint political 
rule.

Nobody envisages the return of 
Qaddafi’s men to power in Libya, 
not because they do not want this 
or they are not looking for a new 

political role in this era of militia 
rule, but because they wasted a 
historic opportunity in 2011 and 
lost a chance to escape from the 
curse of the past.  Ultimately, 
this is something that prevents 
their political rehabilitation in the 
eyes of the Libyan people and the 
international community.

However, the problem is that 
those in charge in Libya, and 
particularly the Islamist-ruled 
capital Tripoli, seem hell-bent on 
presenting unethical examples 
of governance, politics, justice 
and diplomatic relations. This 
gives the rulers of yesteryear the 
opportunity to claim that despite 
their myriad faults, they were not 
as bad as those in charge today.

The death sentences handed 

down to the pillars of the old 
regime have not conferred 
legitimacy on the pillars of the 
new regime, such as it is. This has 
not even prevented the torrent 
of support and longing for the 
past due to the general sense of 
disappointment with the mentality 
of violence and destruction that 
seems entrenched in the mindset 
of whoever rules Libya today.

The execution of Saddam 
Hussein ushered in a social 
and political revolt against 
sectarianism and Iranian 
intervention in Iraq. It brought in 
a new era of unprecedented Arab 
support for Iraq that even eclipsed 
Arab support for Iraq’s Ba’ath 
Party during the period from 1991 
through 2003 when Iraq was facing 
unjust international sanctions.

However, the killing of 
Muammar Qaddafi, and 
particularly the gruesome manner 
of his death, marked a symbolic 
end of the Libyan revolution and 
heralded the start of the era of 
armed militias.

The wise people of Libya must 
stop the execution of Qaddafi’s 
men – for the sake of Libya and not 
that of the condemned. This would 
also prevent negative reactions 
that could lead to a terrible cycle 
of revenge killings and could help 
the stalled reconciliation process. 
Finally, this would help cement a 
broad alliance against terrorism 
and turn a symbolic page on 
Libya’s blood-soaked history.

Amine Ben Messaoud is a Tunisian 
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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Stalled reconciliation. Former intelligence chief of Qaddafi’s regime Abdullah 
Senussisi (C) and other Qaddafi regime officials sit behind bars during a verdict 
hearing at a courtroom in Tripoli, on July 28, 2015.
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