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Unity government sought to strike ISIS in Libya
Joe Macaron

Washington

I 

n response to the growing 
threat of the Islamic State 
(ISIS), the United States is 
weighing the potential effec-
tiveness of a military inter-

vention in Libya to prevent the ex-
tremist group from establishing a 
foothold in Sirte, similar to those in 
Mosul, Iraq and Raqqa, Syria.

Libya’s daunting domestic chal-
lenges, however, limit US options 
in Libya.

Mounting pressure in Iraq and 
Syria has prompted ISIS to shift 
resources to Libya. US defence offi-
cials estimate that more than 6,000 
ISIS fighters have arrived in Libya in 
the past six months.

The presence of ISIS in Libya 
started at the end of 2014 when 
300 fighters left battlegrounds in 
Iraq and Syria to open a new front 
in North Africa. Even though an 
alliance of Libyan Islamist groups 
succeeded last July in expelling 
the fighters from Derna, ISIS seized 
control of Sirte in November.

Pentagon spokeswoman US 
Army Lieutenant-Colonel Michelle 
Baldanza told The Arab Weekly the 
United States remains “deeply con-
cerned about the growing threat” of 
ISIS in Libya and said that the best 
way to counter this threat is “to 
help Libyans continue to build the 
national consensus”.

After neglecting Libya for more 
than two years, the international 
community is urging warring par-
ties to end the political crisis to fo-
cus on fighting ISIS. But the United 
Nations’ peace efforts are moving 
at a slow pace compared to the ex-

tremist group’s rapid expansion as 
it attempts to consolidate control 
over the ports of Sidra, Ras Lanuf 
and Brega, which together account 
for 60% of Libya’s oil production.

Most importantly, rival parties in 
Libya have been more interested in 
fighting each other than ISIS. The 
greatest challenge of the fragile na-

tional unity government remains 
to exert influence over the military 
and the armed groups across the 
country. Regardless of the political 
dynamics, the United States did not 
hesitate in November to target and 
kill Abu Nabil, one of the group’s 
leaders in Libya, in an air strike. 
Furthermore, US commandos have 

been operating in Libya for months, 
collecting intelligence and assess-
ing local forces’ readiness and will-
ingness to fight ISIS.

The limited US intervention 
will likely be similar to the one in 
Syria: air strikes and aerial surveil-
lance along with the deployment 
of special operations to conduct 

raids against high-value ISIS targets 
and enable local forces to launch 
an offensive against the extrem-
ist group. A sense of urgency to 
respond is shared by US allies. The 
threat ISIS poses in Libya is the 
proximity to southern Europe and 
the group’s connection to Boko 
Haram in Niger, which affects the 
stability of West Africa’s Sahel 
region and has spillover risks in 
neighbouring North African coun-
tries.

With access to the Mediterranean 
and a strategic location between 
Tripoli and Benghazi, the West is 
concerned that ISIS in Libya will be-
come a hub for European and North 
African fighters.

Yet the talk about an imminent 
intervention in Libya seems to be 
fading. Many governments, includ-
ing Egypt and Britain, signalled a 
lack of appetite to support a direct 
intervention. The question remains 
if Washington will intervene with-
out political unity in Libya or with-
out an official request from the di-
vided new cabinet.

Baldanza said the United States 
has demonstrated a willingness to 
take direct action to protect Amer-
ica from “threats from abroad” but 
will continue in parallel efforts of 
“mitigating conflict, promoting 
stability and strengthening govern-
ance”. She expected that these two 
goals “will increasingly be mutually 
reinforcing”.

If the political process fails in Lib-
ya, the United States seems keen to 
act independently by striking ISIS. 
Yet, without an effective national 
unity government in place or local 
forces willing to lead the fight on 
the ground, any military interven-
tion will have no guarantees of suc-
cess.
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Libya’s fate to be determined by terror or consensus

W 

hat the bicker-
ing parties in 
Libya need to 
realise is that 
what they are 
squabbling 

about, namely the country, is on 
the brink of slipping between 
their fingers.

The Islamic State (ISIS) is ex-
panding towards oil fields in Libya 
and oil tanks are ablaze; millions 
of dollars are literally up in smoke, 
which means no relief for the 
economy for years to come.

There are credible reports about 
a weapons deal between the head 
of ISIS in Tripoli, Mohamed al-
Madhouni, and the leadership of 
an armed militia in Libya and also 
members of the previous parlia-
ment. International newspapers 
speak of the transfer of billions of 
dollars from the Libyan Central 
Bank to a location outside Tripoli.

All of these are signs of an im-
pending explosion. Some Italian 
newspapers have written of foreign 
military intervention in Libya.

All of the delays in reaching a 
consensus on a Libyan unity gov-
ernment are dramatically draining 
the country’s foreign currency 
reserves and will make life more 

difficult for all Libyans. The oil and 
gas infrastructure is slowly eroding 
and will require the new govern-
ment to engage in huge spending to 
fix it. The challenge is compounded 
by the significant drop in oil prices 
and rampant inflation in the run-
ning of government agencies.

The Sarraj government must 
take office as soon as possible, 
otherwise secession will take place 
and Libya will morph into several 
warring fiefdoms. As threats to the 
security in the region increase, the 
likelihood of foreign military inter-
vention also increases.

It is clear that many of the politi-
cal factions in Libya have built their 
strategies around strengthening 
their positions and gaining control 

of as much wealth and power as 
possible. The Tobruk government, 
for example, wants to guarantee 
the continuous presence of General 
Khalifa Haftar while the Tripoli 
government insists on his depar-
ture. This particular conflict feeds 
the fear of partition of the country 
into independent cantons. The 
“Somaliasation” scenario remains a 
likely option in Libya.

Independent politicians in Libya 
see no harm in creating a national 
military council, with Haftar as 
leader, that would answer to the 
parliament and not to the govern-
ment. The main responsibility of 
the council would be counterter-
rorism.

The government, however, re-

mains free to nominate a new chief 
of the army and a new minister of 
defence who will answer to the 
government and not the parlia-
ment. At a second stage, other 
ministerial positions will be filled 
through consensus while observing 
as much as possible the nominee’s 
competence and qualifications for 
the position.

Such a scenario could save lives 
and prevent a military intervention 
in Libya, speed economic recovery 
and make it possible to get rid of 
all extremist and terrorist move-
ments when the weapons embargo 
is lifted.  Failure to reach consen-
sus spells doom. All disastrous 
outcomes become possible. A 
number of Libyan politicians may 
be subjected to international sanc-
tions and may be taken to interna-
tional courts of law. Bloody clashes 
between various warring factions 
in Libya can lead to civil and tribal 
wars and that could lead to an 
international military intervention. 
One of the objectives of such an 
intervention would be to prevent 
the expansion of ISIS in the region 
and beyond. Another would be 
the prevention of mass migration 
of refugees towards Europe in a 
scenario similar to what happened 
with Syrian refugees. The Libyan 
people and their leaders should opt 
for consensus because it is the best 
and the most enduring course of 
action. Whoever is willing to make 
concessions today will reap tan-
gible benefits two years from now 
when elections are likely to be held.
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The Sarraj government 
must take office as soon 
as possible, otherwise 
secession will take place. General Khalifa Haftar (R), commander of the armed forces loyal 

to the internationally recognised Libyan government, meets with 
the head of Libya’s UN-backed unity government, Faiez al-Sarraj, 
in the eastern town of al-Marj, on January 29th.


