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Fears for ISIS-besieged Deir ez-Zor

New Libyan cabinet formed but divisions remain

Tunis

T 

he Libyan Presidency 
Council agreed to a gov-
ernment of 32 ministries, 
a key step in forming a 
national unity govern-

ment. The ministers, along with 
two deputies for each ministry, are 
to be selected to provide equita-
ble representation of Libya’s three 
main regions.

Led by Prime Minister-designate 
Faiez al-Sarraj and appointed un-
der the UN-brokered Libya Political 
Agreement (LPA) signed in Decem-
ber and approved by the UN Secu-
rity Council, the council made its 
announcement of the government 
plan on January 18th, two days af-
ter the official deadline.

Arguments over who to appoint 
and aspects of the LPA led the 
council to miss that target date. 
Even then, two participants walked 
out at the last minute.

By wide agreement among the 

Libyan politicians and activists 
choosing the government was the 
easy part. Pending approval by the 
House of Representatives (HoR) 
— the most recent internationally 

recognised Libyan government — is 
viewed as more difficult. Establish-
ing the administration in Tripoli 
also faces massive obstacles.

Even after the deadline passed, 

there were conflicting views re-
garding the size of government. 
Having initially worked on the idea 
of a 22-member cabinet, with min-
isters and deputies from across the 
country, the council considered 
one with nine “super-ministries”.

It was only when HoR mem-
bers told the council that this was 
unacceptable, that the idea was 
dumped. The council then decided 
on even more ministries than ini-
tially suggested.

As a result, ministers have been 
chosen in the hope of getting the 
government approved by the HoR. 
Ministries were allocated to towns 
and areas whose representatives in 
many cases effectively named the 
minister.

Despite a demand by UN Special 
Envoy Martin Kobler that one-third 
of governmental position be occu-
pied by women, only one woman 
was appointed to the cabinet. 
Asma al-Usta was reportedly di-
rectly chosen by Sarraj as Culture 
minister.

The result is that the government 
is massive, leading to concerns it 

will be unmanageable. With the 
nine members of the Presidency 
Council, the government will have 
105 ministers. In addition to the 32 
cabinet ministers there will be 64 
deputy ministers, two per minis-
try. These were to be selected on 
the basis of location.

Geopolitics plays a further role in 
the process. Of the three ministers 
in each ministry, one is to come 
from each of the country’s tradi-
tional provinces of Tripolitania, 
Cyrenaica or Fezzan.

Attention is now on the HoR and 
whether it will approve the unity 
government. It is scheduled to 
meet January 25th.

Michel Cousins is 
the editor-in-chief of the Libya 
Herald.

Damascus

A 

fter losing ground 
in Iraq and Syria in 
a string of defeats, 
the Islamic State 
(ISIS) launched a 

surprise assault on the east-
ern Syrian city of Deir ez-Zor, 
seizing one of four neighbour-
hoods still in government 
hands.

In the three neighbour-
hoods still in Damascus con-
trol — Kousour, Joura and 
Harabish — residents live in 
fear of what happened in Al-

Baghaliyeh, where ISIS militants 
killed at least 85 civilians and 50 
troops, could spread to their areas. 
Some 400 people, mainly relatives 
of pro-regime fighters, including 
women and children, were also 

taken to ISIS strongholds for inter-
rogation.

“The place is more of a ghost city 
than anything else. Artillery shells 
and mortars are raining down on 
Joura and Kousour, with many hit-
ting the governorate building, which 
lies only 6km from Al-Baghaliyeh,” 
a source in Deir ez-Zor said.

Dire conditions for the estimated 
200,000 people trapped in the en-
circled neighbourhoods for more 
than a year were made worse after 
the fall of Al-Baghaliyeh where the 
city’s main water pumping station 
is located.

Water supplies were cut and the 
two main bakeries in the area have 
no fuel. Bread, which is hard to 
find, is being sold for $2.50 a loaf 
and vegetables, which used to be 
supplied from fields on the Euphra-
tes, have become scarce.

“Thousands of citizens are threat-
ened with starvation and death,” a 
resident said by telephone.

ISIS began its assault on Al-
Baghaliyeh in the western part 
of the city with 30 suicide bomb-
ers crossing the Euphrates. Syrian 
Army defences quickly collapsed. 
Militants seized stores of food, fuel 
and ammunition plus two military 
camps in Al-Baghaliyeh. ISIS has 
reinforced its positions with tanks 
and fighters, possibly preparing for 
a major battle.

Abou Omar al-Hamad, who fled 
Al-Baghaliyeh with his family, said 
the assault started at dawn on Jan-
uary 16th when suicide attackers 
crossed the river in small boats and 

were followed by hundreds of mili-
tants.

“We heard a series of succes-
sive explosions, then the militants 
moved quickly capturing the whole 
neighbourhood, killing more than 
100 people, including troops and 
combatants with the National De-
fence Forces and civilians. Two 
of the dead were senior officers,” 
Hamad said. 

Most of Al-Baghaliyeh’s 4,000 
residents sought refuge in nearby 
villages and some crossed into gov-
ernment areas, he said.

“More than 300 people were 
taken by ISIS to Maadan in Raqqa 
province, about 100km east of Deir 
ez-Zor, for interrogation about their 
relations with the National Defence 
Forces,” he said.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has 
covered Syria since 1995.
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Saudi King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud of Saudi 
Arabia (R) stands next to 
Chinese President Xi Jinping 
during a welcoming cere-
mony in Riyadh January 
19th.  Xi, who is on his first 
official visit to the Middle 
East, arrived in Saudi Arabia 
for a two-day tour, sche-
duled to include Egypt and 
Iran. While in Saudi Ara-
bia, Xi was to meet Deputy 
Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, 
as well as the chiefs of the 
Gulf Cooperation Council 
and the 57-nation Organisa-
tion of Islamic Cooperation. 
According to its official 
news agency, Xinhua, China 
hopes to bolster trade with 
Arab countries. China is the 
biggest importer of Middle 
Eastern oil.

File picture of Libyan Prime Minister-designate Faiez al-Sarraj 
(L), and EU foreign policy chief Federica Mogherini in Tunis, on 
January 8th.

Establishing the 
administration 
in Tripoli faces 
massive obstacles.

“Thousands 
of citizens are 
threatened with 
starvation and 
death.”
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