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T 

he central Libya coastal 
town of Sirte, Muammar 
Qaddafi’s hometown and 
scene of his last stand, 
again threatens to become 

the anvil on which Libya is either 
broken or remade.

Thanks to the Libyan political cri-
sis, the town, roughly equidistant 
from the power bases of the interna-
tionally recognised Libyan authori-
ties in the east and the rival Libya 
Dawn/General National Congress 
(GNC) regime in Tripoli, is in the 
hands of militants supporting the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

ISIS’s takeover of Sirte was made 
possible mainly because of aliena-
tion based on resentment of the 
revolution and of the occupying 
forces from Misrata. Despite claims 
that ISIS in Sirte consists of largely 
foreign fighters, there is plenty of 
anecdotal evidence that most of its 
people are not only Libyan but local.

The takeover of Sirte from the 
Misratans occurred between April 
and June. The reaction in much of 

Libya at the time was patchy and 
resigned, with the main players try-
ing to run the country blaming each 
other for Misrata’s fall. Amid the 
mutual condemnations, there was 
little sympathy for the town, with 
more than a suggestion that, as a 
bastion of the former regime, it was 
getting what it deserved.

That is no longer the case. Sirte is 
fully back at the centre of Libyans’ 
concerns. 

The slaughter there of members 
of the Farjan tribe and Salafists as 
well as others who rose up against 
ISIS angered and united Libyans 
in the east, west and south. Claims 
put the number of dead, some of 
whom were beheaded, as high as 
200, although that figure has been 
disputed.

ISIS had taken over almost all the 
mosques in Sirte, with the exception 
of a small number of Salafist ones, 
including the Cordoba mosque. Its 
imam, Khalid bin Rajab Ferjani, had 
refused to hand it over. He was shot 
by ISIS on August 10th.

The following day, Salafists and 
members of the Farjan tribe, sup-
ported by members of the Qaddadfa 
and others, rose up against ISIS. 
They were no match for the terror 
group, which searched house-to-
house for suspected opponents, 
killing many of those they found, 
including a number of women. One, 
named Khadija Al-Ferjani, was ar-
rested and reportedly killed after 
she supposedly shot a number of 
ISIS gunmen who had broken into 
her home to search for insurgents.

ISIS crucified a number of those it 
killed, tying them to gibbets for pub-
lic display, both as statement that it 
considers them apostates and as a 
warning to others that a similar fate 
could befall them. 

The declaration of takfir (an ac-

cusation of apostasy) against its op-
ponents has also been used to deny 
them Muslim burial in the town’s 
cemetery. Families were ordered to 
bury their own in ordinary ground 
outside Sirte.

The Cordoba mosque, its library 
reportedly burned by ISIS, has been 
renamed “Masjid Abu Musab al-Zar-
qawi” after the Jordanian leader of 
al-Qaeda in Iraq who was killed in a 
US air raid in 2006.

The events shocked Libyans with 
both sides of the political divide 
demanding decisive action against 
ISIS. Even controversial Sheikh 
Sadeq al-Ghariani, deposed as grand 
mufti by the House of Representa-
tives but still accepted as such by 
the regime in Tripoli, got in on the 
act, demanding that both Libya 
Dawn and General Khalifa Haftar 
crush ISIS. However, there is no 

cooperation between the two sides 
which, given the strength of ISIS in 
Sirte, is deemed absolutely neces-
sary for military action to succeed. 
The Libyan National Army was said 
to be making plans to attack Sirte 
and its planes carried out an assault 
on ISIS targets but without much 
effect, while Misratan forces were 
said to be advancing on the town 
and waiting orders to attack.

But again, in reality, nothing has 
happened, although in an August 
17th letter to the Arab League, the 
GNC boldly claimed that its forces 

could and would destroy ISIS.
The main objective of the letter 

was to warn the Arab League not to 
approve military action against ISIS 
without GNC permission.

Taking a different tack and admit-
ting that it does not have the ca-
pacity to hit ISIS alone, the Libyan 
government in Beida called on the 
Arab League to authorise air strikes 
against it in Sirte, thus the reason for 
the GNC letter. Ignoring the GNC, it 
did so at an emergency meeting Au-
gust 18th, although not in specific 
terms.

 It now remains to be seen if Egypt 
and Jordan and possibly the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates will send in the 
bombers. 

Certainly, fearing that the situa-
tion could get much worse, many 
residents are now reported to be 
fleeing the town.

How Libya’s Sirte fell into the hands of ISIS

Screen grab of propaganda video in which ISIS boasts of seizing a large amount of weapons in Sirte.

Libyans, is this really the future you want?

U 

N Special Envoy 
Bernardino Leon’s 
noble intention to 
get an agreement 
signed by all warring 
factions in the Libya 

peace talks has failed for the time 
being. There are several local 
ceasefires, mostly mediated by 
elders, in the north-western 
region of Tripolitania and in the 
south-western region of Fezzan 
but prospects for the UN negotia-
tions look dire. There is a dead-
lock. How will the situation 
develop in the next few months 
and years if no unity government 
can be formed, no war-deciding 
external support for one side will 
be provided, and no major 
international intervention takes 
place? In this case the security 
situation will get increasingly 
complicated.

Both major factions — the inter-
nationally recognised government 
in Bayda, the House of Representa-
tives (HoR, the current parliament 
elected in June 2014) in Tobruk and 
Operation Dignity led by General 
Khalifa Haftar on one side and the 
Islamist-dominated “government” 
in Tripoli, the in-part reconstituted 
General National Congress (GNC; 
Libya’s first elected parliament) 
and Operation Libya Dawn on 
the other side — cannot win the 
civil war decisively with military 
means.

Libya Dawn and Operation 
Dignity, both very loose alliances 
anyway, will erode and fragment as 

the number of war-weary disap-
pointed and hawkish radicals in-
creases within all the factions.

Misrata, the coastal city 185 kilo-
metres east of Tripoli, has realised 
that even with its powerful militias, 
the largest single military force 
in Libya, it cannot overwhelm all 
the enemies. While some hawkish 
leaders such as Salah Badi insist 
on continuing the fight, more and 
more people realise that an ongo-
ing civil war or a radical Islamist 
state cannot be in the interest of a 
merchant city. Misrata will con-
solidate its over-stretched forces 
but try to keep key locations in 
Tripolitania and in Fezzan, as well 
as in Tripoli, in its hands. Zintan, in 
the Nafusa Mountains 130 kilome-
tres south-west of the capital, and 
its Noble Tribal Army will consoli-
date territorial gains in northern 
Tripolitania, including stretches of 
the coastal road between Tripoli 
and Tunisia and on the main con-
nection to the south. It will try to 
re-establish control over Libya’s 
western border, also to control the 
smuggling business, and keep key 
terrain in between the oil-gas fields 
in the south and the hydrocarbon 
facilities on the coast to be able to 
interrupt the supply at any time.

All this should allow the Noble 
Tribal Army to exert leverage on 
the GNC with the ability to isolate 
Tripoli at any time. The Zintanis 
realise that a successful military 
campaign to seize Tripoli is not re-
alistic. An uprising within the city 
itself is also no promising option.

It is not unrealistic to think that 
the several local ceasefires could 
lead to an at least temporary re-
gional ceasefire in the coastal plain 
but, without efficient supervision, 
renewed local outbreaks of hostili-
ties are likely. Both major parties 
in Tripolitania will reorganise and 
rearm their forces with the help 
of international supporters and 
seek an opportunity to defeat the 
others.

In Fezzan and in Kufra, the oasis 
group in the southern Cyrenaica, 
there will be on-and-off fighting 

between the Toubou ethnic group 
and former Qaddafi loyalist tribes 
on one side and various other Arab 
tribes and the Tuaregs on the other. 
Among other causes, this will be 
about controlling southern Libya’s 
smuggling business.

In Benghazi, the capital of the 
Cyrenaica, the bloody confronta-
tion between the Libya Dawn-
backed Shura Council of Beng-
hazi Revolutionaries (BRSC) and 
Haftar’s Operation Dignity will 
continue. Fighters from the Islamic 
State (ISIS) will become increasing-
ly active in the struggle. If Haftar 
conquers the city, which is unlikely, 
the radical Islamists will launch a 
bloody terrorist campaign. After 
the setback in Derna, a harbour city 
midway between Benghazi and the 
border with Egypt from where ISIS 
has been chased away by rival ji-
hadists, it can be expected that ISIS 
will try to retake the city. If they 
fail, they will retaliate with assas-
sinations and bomb attacks against 
the population.

In Sirte on the Gulf of Sidra, ISIS 
will consolidate its territorial gains 
to prevent events such as those in 
Derna or a successful counteroffen-
sive from Misrata. 

They will secure their open flank 
to the desert and eventually seize 
the Jufra oasis group, 230 kilome-
tres from the coast. Thereafter, ISIS 
will probably conduct an offensive 
to take oil terminals and harbours 
on the coast in the eastern Gulf of 
Sidra. This has several advantages 
for them. 

By consolidating its positions in 
Libya and further expansion ISIS 
will attract other jihadist groups in 
Libya and additional foreign fight-
ers to its ranks. Radical Islamists, 
including former Libyan Islamic 
Fighting Group (LIFG) members, 
will increase their influence within 
Libya Dawn and the GNC. LIFG, a 
group with links to al-Qaeda, was 
established in the 1990s and tried 
to overthrow the Qaddafi regime 

but failed. 
 The human trafficking routes 

through Libya will remain very 
attractive. Every year hundreds of 
thousands refugees and migrants 
use them to attempt to reach 
Europe. The recently launched EU 
maritime operation EUNAVFOR 
Med will have a very limited effect 
on human trafficking but will deter 
piracy and maritime terrorism.

On the political side, the two 
parliaments with two governments 
will stay. There won’t be a chance 
for a widely accepted constitution. 
Qatar, Turkey and the United Arab 
Emirates will continue to back their 
respective proxies. Russia will in-
creasingly support the international 
recognised HoR government.

The Libyan economy will not 
recover. Strikes, blockades, main-
tenance problems and terrorist 
attacks will hamper the hydrocar-
bon industry. This will keep the 
revenues for the state moderate.

Ongoing mismanagement and 
corruption will limit funds for 
meaningful spending. Foreign cur-
rency reserves will be used up in 
the years to come. Sooner or later, 
the current “Central Bank of Libya 
pays it all” approach cannot be 
sustained. Foreign companies and 
investments will largely stay away. 

The crime rate will increase as 
none of Libya’s governments will be 
able to impose order.

The conclusion is that Libya will 
be slowly sucked further down. A 
Lebanonisation for years to come 
will be its destiny. Even a break-up 
of the country would be on hand. 
The main question for the Libyans 
is whether this is the future they 
want. In the end the only winners 
will be the radical Islamists and 
terrorists.
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