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R 

ival forces are gearing up 
to advance into Sirte, the 
stronghold of the Islam-
ic State (ISIS) in Libya, 
but the offensive could 

threaten the authority of the UN-
backed leadership, which is trying 
to pull the country out of years of 
violence and divisions.

The UN-brokered government 
of national unity led by Faiez al-
Sarraj urged rival militias to hold 
off on planned advances into Sirte.

“Sirte is a hot spot because of 
Daesh presence,” Libyan Foreign 
Minister Mohamed Tahar Siala said 
in Tunis on the sidelines of a May 
5th ministerial meeting of the Arab 
Maghreb Union.

Daesh is the Arabic acronym for 
ISIS.

“All parties are looking to fight 
Daesh and free Sirte but they have 
to wait as the communiqué of the 
Presidential Council had made it 
clear,” he added.

The unity government’s Presi-
dential Council on April 28th said 
it welcomed the “push by various 
factions and armed forces to fight 
Islamic State forces in Sirte” but 
warned that an uncoordinated of-
fensive could lead to civil war.

“In the absence of coordination 
and unified leadership… the coun-
cil expresses its concern that the 
battle in Sirte against Daesh will 
be a confrontation between those 
armed forces,” it said in a state-
ment, adding such a conflict would 
likely benefit ISIS.

“Accordingly, the Presidential 
Council, as the supreme com-
mander of army, demands all Lib-
yan military forces wait for it to ap-
point a joint leadership for the Sirte 
operation,” the statement said.

The main armed faction, the 
rump of the ousted Muammar 
Qaddafi’s Libyan National Army 
(LNA), appeared to ignore that 
warning and moved troops to free 
Sirte unilaterally.

Local media reported that 3,000-
4,000 infantry troops and artillery 
divisions of the LNA arrived on 
April 28th at Ajdabiya and Marada, 
south-east of Sirte.

Analysts said any success of 
LNA’s commander Khalifa Haftar 
to dislodge ISIS from Sirte belittles 
the authority of Sarraj in the eyes 
of rival factions and militias and 
would weaken the stand of mem-
bers of the House of Representa-
tives (HoR), whom Sarraj needs to 
endorse his government.

Freeing Sirte is a key step in Sar-
raj’s agenda to prove his legitimacy 
to lead the national army.

Announcing that the fighting in 
Sirte had started, LNA spokesman 
Colonel Ahmed Mismari said there 
were clashes between forces of 
the LNA moving westward to free 
Sirte with Drouaa (Shields) militia-
men backed by Misrata militias, in 
reference to main Islamist militias 
opposing ISIS as well LNA under 
Haftar’s command.

The two bands of militias are the 
main backers of Sarraj’s govern-
ment in Tripoli.

UN Envoy to Libya Martin Kobler 
said the military led by Haftar does 
not represent all Libyans. He urged 
Libyans to strive to “find a fruitful 
way to form a unified army that 
would include forces from the west 
and east”.

“We crushed them (Drouaa mi-
litiamen),” said Mismari. “This is a 
testimony to the fact that we in Lib-
ya have a unified single army with 
recruits from east, west and south 
fighting terrorism on the behalf of 
the whole world.”

Rumours of factions fighting on 

the way to Sirte prompted fears 
among Libyans that the Sirte bat-
tles may ignite a new cycle of 
bloodshed in Libya and make Sar-
raj’s unity government a stillborn 
project.

“We see infighting between vari-
ous political and military forces 
over who leads and who takes part 
in the battle of Sirte, which had 
been widely deemed as an element 
to unify all Libyans,” wrote Libyan 
columnist Ahmed Ibrahim al Fakih.

“The Sirte issue is being twisted 
into a cause for conflict. No one 

could predict what comes next and 
what arrangements would be made 
to fight Daesh but the danger of de-
railing Skhirat’s accord and nullify-
ing the Presidential Council looms 
large,” he said, referring to the Mo-
roccan city where the UN-backed 
deal to set up the council and the 
unity government was signed last 
December.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis. He has 
reported on North Africa for 
decades.
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R 

ussia’s abstention in 
a UN Security Council 
vote over the Western 
Sahara surprised ana-
lysts in Morocco who 

had expected more support after 
Moroccan King Mohammed VI’s 
recent trip to Moscow.

Moscow had committed itself 
in a joint statement following the 
king’s visit to embracing “the cur-
rent negotiation parameters on the 
Sahara issue”, a reference to Mo-
rocco’s proposed autonomy plan, 
Moroccan think-tank the Amadeus 
Institute said on its website.

The institute is close to the royal 
palace. It is headed by Ibrahim Fas-
si Fihri, a son of Taieb Fassi Fihri, 
the king’s top diplomatic adviser.

The Security Council on April 
28th called for the urgent return 
of the peacekeeping mission in the 
disputed Western Sahara to full 
operation. Rabat expelled most of 
the civilian staff of the UN Mission 
for the Referendum in Western 
Sahara (MINURSO) in protest of a 
perceived slight by UN Secretary-
General Ban Ki-moon.

The vote on the resolution was 
10-2 with three abstentions, re-
flecting a sharp division on the 
council between veto-wielding 
France, a strong ally of Morocco; 
countries supporting a referendum 
on Western Sahara with independ-
ence as an option; and those, such 

as the United States, seeking to de-
fuse tensions and restore the mis-
sion.

Venezuela and Uruguay voted 
against the resolution while Rus-
sia, New Zealand and Angola ab-
stained.

Those voting against or abstain-
ing were displeased the resolution 
was not stronger and failed to con-
demn Morocco’s action, which Ban 
and others warned could become 
a precedent for UN peacekeeping 
missions if it were not reversed.

Morocco annexed Western Saha-
ra, a former Spanish colony, in 1975 
and fought a local independence 
movement, the Polisario Front. 
The United Nations brokered a 
ceasefire in 1991 and established 
MINURSO to monitor it and pre-
pare a referendum on the terri-
tory’s future.

Morocco considers the mineral-
rich region its “southern provinc-
es” and has proposed wide-rang-
ing autonomy but the Polisario 
Front insists on self-determination 
through a referendum for the local 
population — as called for in UN 
resolutions, all of which were reaf-
firmed in the Security Council ac-
tion of April 28th.

Morocco expelled more than 70 
UN civilian staff members carry-
ing out political activities, demin-
ing operations and other duties in 
March after Ban used the word “oc-
cupation” in talking about Western 
Sahara following a visit to a camp 
for refugees from the region who 
have been in Algeria for more than 
40 years.

Analysts said they were sur-
prised Russia abstained a month 
after the Moroccan king met with 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
in a bid to build a “strategic rela-
tionship” between the two coun-
tries.

The Amadeus Institute said Mo-

rocco should not have taken Mos-
cow’s vote for granted.

“The Russian stance was surpris-
ing to me,” said Abdelkrim Bena-
tiq, of the Paris-based Centre of 
Diplomatic and Strategic Studies.

Russia called for the involve-
ment of the African Union (AU) 
in the diplomatic process. “We all 
know the AU is a door that is used 
by Algeria, South Africa and the 
Polisario Front. It is difficult for 
us to see the AU as a player in Mo-
rocco’s territorial integrity,” said 
Benatiq.

“There are many readings to 
Russia’s abstention: Is the Rus-
sian position the result of a passing 
phase or is it going to take new di-
mensions?” he asked, adding that 
Morocco should wait and see.

Benatiq said Morocco is facing 
Algeria, a strong rival with “un-
believable means” that has been 
posturing with the North African 
kingdom on the world stage.

“We are in front of a machine (Al-
geria) that is using all its financial 
means to put pressure on Morocco 
in the international scene. We are 
at a diplomatic war,” he said.

The US-drafted resolution ex-
pressed regret at MINURSO’s ina-
bility to fully carry out its mandate 
following Morocco’s expulsions. 
The language was slightly stronger 
than an initial draft, which only ex-
pressed concern.

The resolution asks the secre-
tary-general to report within 90 
days on whether the mission’s 

operations have been restored 
“to full functionality” and, if not, 
“to consider how best to facilitate 
achievement of this goal”.

Algeria is a traditional ally of Rus-
sia in North Africa. It buys most of 
its weapons from Russia. Algerian 
Prime Minister Abdelmalek Sellal 

and key members of his cabinet 
visited Moscow two days before 
the Security Council vote on West-
ern Sahara.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.
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