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Strife in Libya

Tunis

U 

S fighter jets struck an 
Islamic State (ISIS) gath-
ering in western Libya, 
killing about 50 people, 
including a leading Tu-

nisian Islamist operative suspected 
of masterminding terror attacks in 
neighbouring Tunisia, Libyan au-
thorities and the Pentagon said.

The February 19th strikes were 
seen as less the start of the widely 
discussed Western military cam-
paign in Libya than an opportunistic 
attack, however.

“Western powers could not wait 
when such a target presented itself, 
said Faysal Cherif, a Tunisian mili-
tary specialist at Tunis-based Inter-
national Centre for Military and Se-
curity Strategic Studies.

“There was a big number of ISIS 
fighters, likely more than 60, at a 
compelling location. Sabratha is not 
far from Europe across the Mediter-
ranean, close to NATO bases in Italy 
and just across the border from Tu-
nisia.

Sabratha has been used as a start-
ing point for smugglers’ boats sailing 
to Europe. It has also been a transit 
point for Tunisians and other jihad-
ists to join ISIS branches in Libya, 
Syria and Iraq.

“At least 43 people were killed 
and six wounded and many body 
limbs covered the place,” Libya Al 
Mostaqbal newspaper reported on 
its website, adding that most of the 
dead were Tunisians. It said the 
strike took place at Qasr Talel, 8km 
west of Sabratha.

Among the dead were two Serbian 
embassy staff members abducted in 

Libya. 
“The safe house had been prob-

ably under close watch by hu-
man intelligence operatives on the 
ground,” Cherif said. “They could 
be special forces from the West who 
had infiltrated Libya in the past two 
months or spies from allies in Libya 
or other Maghreb states.”

US Navy Captain Jeff Davis, a US 
Department of Defense spokesman, 
said on February 22nd that the at-
tack likely prevented a major terror 
operation. Davis said the “type of 
training they were doing there and 
the proximity to the Tunisian border 
suggest that some larger plan was in 
the works”.

Among those killed is believed 
to be Noureddine Chouchane. Pen-
tagon spokesman Peter Cook said 
Tunisian authorities named him as a 
suspect in the March 18th, 2015, at-
tack on the Bardo National Museum 
in Tunis in which 20 foreign tourists 
were killed by two ISIS-affiliated as-
sailants.

Cook said Chouchane had facili-
tated the movement of potential 
ISIS fighters from Tunisia to Libya 
and other countries.

Destruction of the camp and 
Chouchane’s death will eliminate 
“an experienced facilitator” and is 
expected to have an immediate im-
pact on ISIS’s ability to recruit new 
members and conduct attacks in 
and outside Libya”, he said.

ISIS also claimed responsibility for 
a June 2015 attack at the Tunisian re-
sort of Sousse in which 38 tourists, 
most of them British, were slain by 
a lone attacker the Tunisian govern-
ment has said was trained in a Liby-
an ISIS camp, likely in Sabratha.

Chouchane, 35, was said to be 
from the central region of Sidi Bouz-
id, where a street vendor set himself 
on fire triggering the uprising that 
ousted president Zine el-Abidine 
Ben Ali in 2011.

Tunisia was watching Libya care-
fully for signs of Western military in-
tervention against ISIS. Authorities 
have said a large campaign would 
force large numbers of refugees 
from Libya towards Tunisia.

“The Americans have started 
another Iraq in the Maghreb,” said 
Tayeb Sellami, at a café in Tunis. 
“That would bring more bloodshed 
and misery to Libya and all its neigh-
bours. Tunisia’s economy and soci-
ety would be squeezed by the deep-
ening human and social problems of 
Libya.”

Cherif and other analysts dis-
missed the notion that the strike 
could be the beginning of a wide 
Western intervention in Libya.

“It was a big strike because it was 
relatively easy to carry out,” he said. 
“The target was a house outside the 
centre of Sabratha and Sabratha is a 
small town where any stranger can 
be easily spotted. It cannot easily be 
replicated in other cities where ISIS 
militants are burrowed in the midst 
of crowded streets of big cities.”

A witness in Sabratha told the As-
sociated Press he heard two explo-
sions at 3.30am coming from the 
nearby village of Qasr Talel. He said 
the house that was hit belonged to 
Abdel-Hakim al-Mashawat, known 
locally as an ISIS militant.

The US government has said it 
would support international mili-
tary action against ISIS in Libya once 
the country has a unity government. 
Washington is seeking to show it 
does not intend to remain idle as 
the UN-backed efforts to establish a 
unity government have been mov-
ing slowly. The US administration 
has vowed to hit significant targets 
when the opportunity presents it-
self.

In November, a US military air 
strike killed an ISIS leader called 
Abu Nabil or Wissam al-Zubaydi, 
an Iraqi national, in the eastern 
Libyan city of Derna. In July, air 
strikes targeted an al-Qaeda gather-
ing in the eastern city of Ajdabiya. 
Official sources said the US targeted 
Mokhtar bel-Mokhtar, an al-Qaeda 
in the Maghreb (AQIM) leader, but 
the operation failed.

A former senior Libyan intelli-
gence officer with links to current 
intelligence community in western 
areas of Libya said European special 
forces have been in Libya helping 
with aerial surveillance and other 

intelligence efforts in several cities, 
including Zintan in the west.

Adding to the concern in Wash-
ington and Europe, Western intel-
ligence reports showed the number 
of ISIS fighters in Libya swelling 
to about 5,000-6,000 even as the 
group’s numbers in Syria and Iraq 
fall. “I have been clear from the out-
set that we will go after ISIS wher-
ever it appears, the same way that 
we went after al-Qaeda wherever 
they appeared,” US President Barack 
Obama said on February 17th.

“We will continue to take actions 
where we’ve got a clear operation 
and a clear target in mind. And we 
are working with our other coalition 
partners to make sure that as we see 
opportunities to prevent ISIS from 
digging in, in Libya, we take them.

“At the same time, we’re working 
diligently with the United Nations 
to try to get a government in place 
in Libya and that’s been a problem.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis. He has 
covered North Africa for decades.
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Role of Libyans is crucial to defeat terrorism

F 

ive years after their 2011 
uprising, Libyans are 
waking up to harsh 
realities: A crumbling 
economy, insecurity on 
the loose, constant 

terrorism gnawing at the founda-
tions of the state and the risk of 
Somalisation of the country and 
the region.

The birth of the new government 
in Libya continues to be arduous. 
The real question is not whether 
the Sarraj government is approved 
by the internationally recognised 
parliament but whether this gov-
ernment can be functional on the 
ground.

Also, will the majority of Tripoli’s 
inhabitants accept that the govern-
ment be headquartered in their 
city? How will the government deal 
with rogue militias? Will the south 
receive its rightful share of devel-
opment and especially its cultural 
rights? Libyans were awakened 
early February 19th by the sounds 
of US jets bombing a farmhouse 
near Sabratha where suspected 
Islamic State-affiliated terrorists 
were allegedly plotting operations 

in and outside Libya. More than four 
dozen people, mostly Tunisians, 
were killed.

The US strikes carried three mes-
sages: One to the terrorists warning 
them against staying too long in Lib-
ya. The jihadists are likely to move 
next to West Africa, the Sahel and 
the Mauritanian desert. The second 
message was to the Libyan political 
class exhorting it to vote in favour 
of the Sarraj government. The third 
message was meant to reassure the 
new Libyan government that it will 
find tangible support from Europe 
and the United States in fighting 
terrorism.

What the Libyans should realise 
is that it is not the military interven-
tion that will eradicate terrorism in 
Libya but their reaching an agree-
ment about a common view of their 
state and their society, rebuilding 
the state’s institutions and reorgan-
ising their civil society. When these 
issues are properly addressed and 
resolved, we can start talking about 
stability in Libya.

There are decisions that must 
be agreed upon for normal life to 
return to Libya. The first is agree-
ing on a consensus government. 
The second is equipping the Libyan 
Army and concomitantly disarming 
all militia groups. The third is the 
preparation by experts of realistic 
and feasible economic and social 
plans.

As to clamping down on terrorists, 
it will require months and will need 
aid and cooperation regionally and 
globally. The eventual Libyan gov-
ernment can determine the extent 

to which regional and Western pow-
ers can contribute in this matter.

Officialdom in next door Tuni-
sia and the general population are 
reading the lips of Libyans to try to 
figure out the types of dangers they 
might face. As much as Tunisians 
oppose a military intervention in 
Libya, they are also hopeful that a 
quick Libyan consensus about the 
new Sarraj government would lower 
tensions. 

It is in the interest of Tunisia to 
prepare for such an eventuality and 
all other concomitant emergencies. 
Tunisian authorities should prepare 
to receive Libyan refugees. Security 
issues should be naturally taken into 
consideration. 

The Tunisian government must 
have a plan to secure the southern 
and eastern borders, involving 
volunteer citizens and civil organi-
sations. It must establish a system 
for thorough searches of all vehicles 
and individuals crossing the border 
and the establishment of as many 
intelligence gathering cells as pos-
sible. Preventing a terrorist attack is 
an absolute necessity especially that 
according to recent international 
reports Islamic State (ISIS) in Libya 
could be planning terrorist opera-
tions in North African countries.

In the event of an important flux 
of refugees, Tunisian authorities 
must have adequate economic and 
humanitarian plans ready. Tuni-
sia must not repeat the terrible 
mistakes of 2011, when it turned 
out that many of the charities that 
were helping the refugees were also 
recruiting Tunisians to fight in Syria 

and Iraq.
The Tunisian government can 

also convince the new Libyan gov-
ernment not only of Tunisia’s readi-
ness to accept Libyan refugees but 
also of its readiness to contribute in 
the training of Libyan security and 
military officers, to set up a number 
of economic projects in Libya and 
help implement infrastructure 
projects there.

Undoubtedly, there has been 
always hope for security and eco-
nomic activity to return in Libya. In 
reality however, there are a number 
of conditions for this hope to turn 
into reality.

First, there must be available 
well-thought-out plans and strate-
gies for an efficient use of Libya’s 
riches.

Second, there must be a detailed 
security plan for Libya, which 
includes citizens surrendering their 
weapons and the Libyan Army be-
ing armed and trained.

Third, the country’s new consti-
tution and elections must be care-
fully planned so as to equip Libya 
with the necessary institutions for a 
modern state.

Finally, any hopeful project for 
Libya can only be carried out by the 
Libyans themselves. To get there, 
concessions from all sides must be 
made and there must be a genuine 
desire to let bygones be bygones. 
National reconciliation could be 
key.

Alaya Allani is an expert on Islamic 
extremism. He teaches at the 
University of Manouba in Tunis.
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View point
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should 
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that it is not 
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intervention 
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eradicate 
terrorism in 
Libya.

Any hopeful project 
for Libya can only be 
carried out by the Libyans 
themselves.

People gather at the site of the US air strike on an ISIS target west of Sabratha, on February 19th.


