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amel Houdeyfa el-Houni 
embodies the boldness 
of the incipient revolu-
tion against Muammar 
Qaddafi’s 42-year Libyan 

dictatorship. As a leader of the Feb-
ruary 17th, 2011, uprising in Beng-
hazi, Houdeyfa hoped for justice 
even for Qaddafi and his hench-
men.

“Your father and his clique have 
to surrender and enter the court 
of justice to face fair trial for their 
deeds,” Houdeyfa, a Libyan judge 
turned revolutionary, told Qaddafi’s 
son Seif al Islam. He infuriated the 
latter who wanted him to “stop the 
troublemaking” and hinted at per-
sonal rewards if he did so.

When Houdeyfa stood his ground 
and stressed that people power was 
sealing the regime’s end, Qaddafi’s 
son warned the Benghazi judge: 
“We can destroy you with air raids 
and crush you with all the sheer 
force we have. You are nothing to 
challenge us.”

The brutish mindset seems to be 
shared by many leaders of the mi-
litias and armed gangs that domi-
nate Libya’s political landscape, 
dashing the hopes of people such 
as Houdeyfa who dreamed of a free 
and fair society and shared prosper-
ity.

Months after Houdeyfa’s heated 
phone conversation with Seif in Oc-
tober 2011, revolutionaries dragged 
Qaddafi from a drainage pipe out-
side his hometown of Sirte, abusing 
and hitting him as they placed him 
on the bonnet of a pick-up truck. He 
died soon after.

Reports by human rights groups 

suggest that aspects of the ruthless-
ness of Qaddafi-era Libya have been 
embraced by those who ousted 
him, despite pledges to establish a 
democracy.

Western powers highlight the 
threat of the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
Libya but most Libyans, although 
aware of the danger represented 
by ISIS, worry daily about getting 
home safely and about their houses 
being shelled by warring militias.

Petty crime and personal score-
settling in the absence of state secu-
rity mean that adults and children 
run risks every day of not reaching 
home.

Assessing the situation in Libya 
from the perspectives of ordinary 
Libyans, Houdeyfa said: “Libyans 
lowered their expectations. They 
initially hoped for democracy and 
economic prosperity, then a decent 
political government with security 
and peace. Now people are hoping 
for survival and worry for the fu-
ture.”

According to human rights organ-
isations, about 11,000 kidnapped 
and missing persons are unac-
counted for in Libya. In Misrata, the 
number of abductions reached 850, 
according to Tarek Abdel-Hadi, co-
ordinator of the Libyan Committee 
for Finding Kidnapped People.

Amnesty International said in 
a mid-February statement: “The 
scale of abuse is staggering. Forces 
on all sides have carried out hun-
dreds of abductions, taken hostag-

es, tortured, ill-treated and sum-
marily killed detainees.”

“Over the past five years Libya 
has descended deeper into the 
abyss of human rights chaos, amid 
lawlessness, rampant abuse and 
war crimes by rival armed groups 
and militias,” it added.

 Human Rights Watch said in a 
December report that 40,000 Liby-
ans from Tawergha, Tomina and Al 

Kararim tribes were prevented from 
returning home after they were 
forcibly displaced as punishment. 
“Two-year-old child Mohamed Zied 
Boujeldine was killed alongside his 
sister and brother aged 8 and 12 
while at home after their house was 
hit by mortar shells fired by Islam-
ist militia Benghazi Shura Council,” 
said a statement from a local hospi-
tal in early February.

“Ain Zara’s municipality’s offi-
cials were abducted by an armed 
gang in Tripoli on February 10th,” a 
town hall statement said.

An ad posted online by a Libyan 
family, with the picture of a man 
in the background, reads: “Very 
important statement: The citizen 
Abu Alqasem Ibrahim Arriani was 
kidnapped from Tuggar’s mosque 
in Tripoli. Please help.”

Commenting on such grim an-
nouncements, Fatma Hajaja wrote 
on Facebook: “We ended the re-
gime of an unjust ruler but those 
pitiless militias threw the whole 
Libya in a bottomless black hole of 
injustice.”

Amnesty International quoted 
Tripoli residents who accused Lib-
ya Dawn militias of seizing people 
based on tribal affiliation or pre-
sumed political allegiances.

Militias carried out extensive 
raids on civilian homes, looting and 
destroying property and setting 
homes and farms ablaze in the area 
of Warshefana.

“Detainees, including children, in 
all of the facilities visited provided 
credible and consistent accounts of 
ill-treatment, in some cases appar-
ently visible to researchers, such 
as beatings on the soles of the feet 
with plastic pipe, electrical cable, 
chains, sticks,” said the New York-
based human rights group.

Its report was based on prisoner 
meetings with its researchers.

Human rights activists say those 
detained by militias number up to 
15,000, many of them Qaddafi loy-
alists. Some in the rival Libyan gov-
ernments contend the number of 
detainees has come down in recent 
months. The consensus, however, 
is that too many remain arbitrar-
ily detained in Libya’s extrajudicial 
jails.

Human rights groups decry Libya brutal legacy
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A 2011 file picture shows suspected loyalists of killed Libyan 
leader Muammar Qaddafi playing cards inside a prison cell in 
Tripoli.
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unisian government forc-
es thwarted a jihadist raid 
on a garrison town near 
the Libyan border, killing 
at least 36 assailants who 

had declared they wanted to estab-
lish an Islamic State (ISIS) emirate 
in North Africa.

At least 11 security forces mem-
bers and seven civilians were also 
killed in Ben Guerdane, 570km 
south of Tunis, in what Tunisian 
President Beji Caid Essebsi de-
scribed as an “unprecedented” ji-
hadist attack.

The raid took place two days 
after the announcement that Ger-
man and US experts were travelling 
to Tunisia to equip the Libyan bor-
der with electronic devices to help 
prevent intrusions.

British troops are also expected 
to train Tunisian forces in border 
control.

Tunisian soldiers and anti-ter-
ror police, backed by warplanes, 
fought for more than eight hours to 
repel jihadists who attacked from 
three sides inside Ben Guerdane, a 
border town from where hun-

dreds of militants have left to join 
ISIS in Iraq, Syria and Libya.

Among the militants killed were 
Manita Muftah, 39, and Moez Fez-
ani, 47, who had been imprisoned 
by the United States at Guantan-
amo Bay, Cuba. 

They were extradited to Tunisia 
in 2008 and freed from jail in 2011. 
They reportedly spearheaded the 
raid, security sources said.

Tunisian Prime Minister Habib 
Essid said the militants’ aim was 
to create a “Daesh emirate” in Ben 
Guerdane but the army and secu-
rity forces foiled the attempt.

Essebsi said the assault was 
“maybe aimed at controlling” the 
border region with Libya, and 
vowed to “exterminate these rats”.

Ben Guerdane residents said the 
assailants appeared to be locals 
who launched the raid at the call to 
dawn prayers. 

Attackers urged the popula-
tion to join the raid, telling them 
through loudspeakers that they 
came “to liberate them” and estab-
lish an “Islamic emirate”.

The assailants stopped 

people, checking identification. 
They appeared to be selecting 
people from a hit list and killed an 
anti-terrorist brigade official at his 
home, relatives and friends said.

It was the second deadly clash in 
less than a week. At the end of Feb-
ruary, troops killed five militants in 
a firefight in which a civilian died 
and a commander was wounded 
outside Ben Guerdane.

Troops had been on alert follow-
ing reports of militants moving to-
wards Tunisia after a US air strike 
on an ISIS training camp in Sabra-
tha in Libya on February 19th 

in which dozens of 
suspected ISIS mem-
bers were killed.

Jihadists have 
taken advantage of 
a power vacuum in 
Libya since the NA-
TO-backed overthrow 
of long-time dictator 
Muammar Qaddafi in 
2011, to set up several 

bases, including 
one in Sabratha, 
between Tripoli 
and the Tuni-
sian border.

Terrorism 
experts in Tu-
nisia said they 
were puzzled 

why jihadists would want to take 
over such a fortified town with no 
terrain cover and without chance 
of significant support from across 
the border while Western military 
powers are watching jihadist move-
ments in the region.

If the goal of the attackers to set 
up an “emirate” in Ben Guerdane 
appeared far-fetched militarily, the 
choice of the town to stage attacks 
was predictable.

More than 15% of the 6,000 Tuni-
sian fighters with ISIS hail from Ben 
Guerdane, a town of 79,000, versus 
10.7% from Tunis, with more than 
2 million people, according to US 

intelligence provider the Soufan 
Group.

The attraction of Ben Guerdane’s 
young people to jihadism is not 
new. Dozens of men from the town 
joined al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and 
its affiliates in Iraq and North Africa 
early in the 2000s.

A suicide bomber from Ben Guer-
dane attacked a Jewish shrine in 
the Tunisian tourism hub of Djerba 
in 2002, killing 21 people, most of 
them foreigners.

It was the first strike claimed  
by al-Qaeda after attacks in the 
United States on September 11th, 
2001.
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Among the militants 
killed were two 
jiahadists extradited 
to Tunisia in 2008 
and freed from jail in 
2011. They 
reportedly 
spearheaded the 
raid.

Aspects of the 
ruthlessness of 
Qaddafi-era Libya 
have been embraced 
by those who ousted 
him.

A police officer keeps watch in the town of Ben Guerdane, on March 9th.


