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M 

ore than 3 million 
Moroccans filled the 
streets of the capi-
tal, Rabat, to protest 
against UN Secretary-

General Ban Ki-moon, who recent-
ly criticised the kingdom for not 
making progress to resolve the sta-
tus of the Western Sahara region.

Holding banners, the demon-
strators chanted “Sahara is ours”, 
and “Ban Ki-moon stay home, the 
Sahara is not yours”, in a show of 
strength backed by the govern-
ment. Substantial logistical re-
sources were made available to the 
organisers to create the country’s 
biggest demonstration ever.

The government and protesters 
were angered by a recent statement 
by Ban, who used the word “occu-
pation” to describe Morocco’s pres-
ence in the disputed territory after 
a visit this month to Sahrawi refu-
gee camps in southern Algeria. He 
criticised Morocco and the Polisa-
rio Front for failing to make “real 
progress” towards an “acceptable” 
solution to end the 40-year con-
flict.

Morocco annexed most of West-
ern Sahara, a former Spanish terri-
tory, in 1975. 

Soon afterwards, the Polisario 
Front took up arms for an inde-
pendent state, until the United Na-
tions brokered a ceasefire in 1991.

The North African kingdom has 
proposed wide autonomy for West-
ern Sahara. But the Polisario Front 
insists on the right of the Sahrawi 
people to self-determination.

Many Sahrawis who travelled to 
the protest voiced support for Mo-
rocco’s autonomy plan, reiterated 
their allegiance to the Moroccan 
monarch and condemned Ban’s 
stance on the Western Sahara is-
sue.

Reacting to the demonstration, 
the UN secretary-general “con-
veyed his astonishment at the re-
cent statement of the government 
of Morocco and expressed his deep 
disappointment and anger regard-
ing the demonstration that was 
mobilised on Sunday, which tar-
geted him in person,” Ban’s press 
office said in a statement.

“He stressed that such attacks 
are disrespectful to him and to the 
United Nations,” said the state-
ment, which was issued after he 
met Moroccan Foreign Minister 
Salaheddine Mezouar.

The march came a day after the 
Moroccan parliament held an ex-
traordinary session during which 
Prime Minister Abdelilah Ben-
kirane said Ban had “violated the 
commitments” given to King Mo-
hammed VI about the norms that 
should lead to the process of nego-
tiations to resolve the Western Sa-
hara conflict.

Hamdi Ould Rachid, the mayor of 
Laayoune, the largest city in West-
ern Sahara, said during the session 

that “there is a minority that is op-
posed to the current situation, but 
the Sahrawis come back and want 
to return to the country and de-
mocracy. A minority does not im-
pose its will on the majority.”

Ould Rachid called on Moroc-
cans to take up arms to defend Mo-
rocco’s rights.

In a statement issued following 
the extraordinary session, mem-
bers of the two houses of parlia-
ment stressed that Ban’s comments 
“ignore the noble objectives” of the 
United Nations and are a “flagrant 
breach” of the principle of impar-
tiality that the UN secretary-gener-
al must observe.

“This deliberate breach by the 
Secretary General aims to hide his 
failure, during two terms as the 
head of this international organi-
sation, to make tangible progress 
in the settlement of the issue,” the 
statement said.

The United Nations acknowl-
edged Ban used the term “occu-
pation”, but said there was a mis-
understanding over his use of that 
word, adding it was Ban’s “per-
sonal reaction to the deplorable 
humanitarian conditions in which 
the Sahrawi refugees have lived in 
for far too long.”

Ban said during his visit to Al-
giers that the UN mission to the 
region was “prepared to hold a ref-
erendum if there is agreement be-
tween the parties”.

King Mohammed VI vowed that 
revenues from the Western Sahara 
will continue to be invested locally.

“Those who are waiting for any 
other concession on Morocco’s part 
are deceiving themselves. Indeed, 
Morocco has given all there was to 
give,” the king said during a visit to 
Laayoune.
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Moroccan protesters in the capital Rabat, on March 13th, 
demonstrate against statements made by the United Nations chief 
regarding the Western Sahara.

The United Nations 
acknowledged Ban 
used the term 
‘occupation’, but 
said there was a 
misunderstanding 
over his use of that 
word.

Libyan men dressed in their country’s traditional costume ride horses during the 
National Day Festival at the Martyrs square in the capital Tripoli, on March 13th.

In Libya, ISIS is the easy problem

W 

hile the Obama 
administration 
is leaking 
profusely plans 
for military 
intervention in 

Libya against the Islamic State 
(ISIS), I have talked with many 
people in Washington who worry 
about what to do in Libya beyond 
killing extremists. It is all too 
obvious that an air war without a 
political solution that mobilises 
Libyans against the extremists 
could leave the country even more 
destabilised than it already is.

It is not so clear what to do about 
that. A political solution is on the 
table, but its implementation is 
stalled, perhaps permanently. Even 
if the diplomats succeed in their 
current efforts to get the Govern-
ment of National Accord (GNA) 
sworn in, its move to Tripoli poses 
big security problems, as the capital 
is in the hands of 15 or more mili-
tias loyal to one of the country’s 
two separate legislative bodies.

Planning for a peacekeeping/
stabilisation mission is ongoing 
with the Europeans, including the 
British, French and Italians. The 
Americans won’t contribute ground 
troops but rather “enablers” such 
as intelligence, surveillance and 
reconnaissance units and whatever 
else is needed — drones, aircraft, 
special forces — to attack ISIS.

There is a wide range of views on 
what kind of stabilisation mission is 

desirable or possible. Some think a 
light footprint limited to Tripoli, or 
even limited to protecting the GNA 
and foreign embassies, will suffice 
and arouse little Libyan xenopho-
bia, provided the strategic commu-
nications are adequate.

Others note that experience else-
where in the world suggests that 
upwards of 70,000 international 
peacekeepers would be required in 
a country the size of Libya. A small 
force unable or unwilling to protect 
the Libyan population might arouse 
more resentment and resistance, 
not less. At the very least, major 
routes, cantonments of weapons, 
borders and oil facilities will need 
protection, either by international 
forces or Libyans.

Any stabilisation force will re-
quire a GNA request, Arab League 
endorsement and a United Na-
tions Security Council mandate. It 
will need to be able to supply and 
defend itself, including from ISIS 
and other extremist and criminal 

attacks. Those are tall orders.
But Libya also has some charac-

teristics that make peacekeeping 
relatively easy: it is close to Europe, 
has good ports and a long coastline; 
it is mostly flat and desert, with few 
places for spoilers to hide, other 
than urban areas. The population is 
mostly Arab and overwhelmingly 
Sunni.

 The country’s immediate neigh-
bours — Tunisia, Egypt and Algeria 
— are all anxious to end the instabil-
ity and block ISIS from establishing 
a safe haven in Libya, though they 
don’t necessarily agree on how to 
do that.

Beyond getting the GNA up and 
running, what to do about the 
militias in Libya is the most difficult 
governance problem. The Finance 
Ministry, which still functions, has 
been paying many of them. Others, 
especially in the south and west, 
have already gone into the private 
sector, running smuggling and 
other illicit businesses.

Past efforts to build a united 
Libyan security force by training 
people outside the country failed 
miserably. Next time around it will 
have to be done in Libya. Many of 
the militiamen will need to be dis-
armed and demobilised, but there 
is little in the way of an economy to 
integrate them into. It is vital to re-
member that the militias are linked 
to local patronage networks, which 
need to be mobilised in favour of 
stabilisation, not against it.

While the United States and 
others have the tools needed to kill 
extremists, it is not at all clear that 
they have what is needed to help 
the Libyans sort out their differenc-
es and begin to govern in ways that 
will deny safe haven to ISIS, which 
already controls the central coastal 
town of Sirte.

The United States suffers from 
PDD: paradigm deficit disorder. A 
hundred T.E. Lawrences prepared 
to deploy with the militias and help 
sort out their differences might 
suffice. 

But where would we get the 100 
Arabic speakers with deep knowl-
edge of the Libyan human terrain? 
We have all but forgotten what-
ever we learned about such things 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, erased 
because the Obama administration 
was determined not to get involved 
again in state-building in the Mid-
dle East.

The Islamic State is the easy 
part of the problem. The hard part 
is figuring out how Libya will be 
stabilised and governed once ISIS 
is gone.
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