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Fears of a wider militia war after ISIS is defeated

A fighter of Libyan forces allied with the 
UN-backed government looks through a pair of 
binoculars during a battle with Islamic State 
fighters in Sirte, Libya, on August 15th.
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T 

he defeat of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Sirte might 
trigger a wider conflagra-
tion between Libya’s rival 
militias, especially in the 

eastern region’s oil-producing ar-
eas, experts said.

National Oil Company (NOC) 
Chairman Mustafa Sanallah ex-
pressed fears that rival military fac-
tions are preparing for a major bat-
tle with control of oilfields in the 
east at stake.

Such a battle would likely kill ef-
forts to revive oil exports at a cru-
cial time for Libya’s deteriorating 
economy. Sanallah urged politi-
cians across the country’s politi-
cal divide to reduce tensions that 
could fan the conflict.

Because of blockades and other 
incidents at eastern ports, Libya’s 
oil production stands at 200,000 
barrels per day (bpd) down from 
the 1.6 million bpd it was produc-
ing before dictator Muammar 
Qaddafi was ousted in 2011.

The country’s deficit is estimated 
at 60% of gross domestic product 
(GDP) this year. The Tripoli govern-
ment has resorted to Central Bank 
reserves, which have fallen to $70 
billion in 2016 from $120 billion in 
2012, according to the International 
Monetary Fund.

If the trend continues, Libya will 
run out of reserves in less than four 
years.

“The war now is about who is 
governing the oil,” Sanallah told 
the Petroleum Economist. “The 
civil war is guided by the war for 
the oil. Everyone wants to govern 
the oil.”

Troops from four sides of the con-
flict are amassing in eastern areas 
of Libya. Soldiers loyal to Qaddafi’s 
rump Libyan National Army (LNA), 
their rival federalist militias, Pe-
troleum Facilities Guards (PFG) al-
lied with Misrata-led Dawn forces, 
which are aligned with the UN-
appointed Government of National 
Accord (GNA) in Tripoli.

“I’m afraid there will be a battle,” 
Sanallah said. “I sent a very clear 
message, asking all parties to keep 
oil out of this conflict. If these facil-
ities are subjected to war it will be a 
disaster for the country and will be 
bad for all Libyans.”

At the time when the GNA ap-
pears inching closer towards vic-
tory against ISIS in Sirte this could 
be a key moment testing its legiti-
macy.

UN envoy Martin Kobler, in a re-
cent interview with a Swiss news-
paper, said popular support for the 
GNA was crumbling with much of 
the early backing for its authority 
evaporating due to worsening liv-
ing conditions for Libyans because 
of economic and security woes.

If Sirte is declared liberated, seri-
ous rifts within GNA-affiliated mili-
tias are highly likely between those 
supporting a full attack against the 
LNA led by General Khalifa Haftar 
and those leaning towards ousting 
Islamist militias from Tripoli.

GNA Defence Minister Colonel 
Mahdi al-Barghathi visited Zuetina 
PFG chief Ibrahim Jathran after the 
LNA threatened to take control of 
the port.

“We are defending our home-
land, our people and [to] protect 
the only wealth of the Libyan peo-
ple,” said Jathran, who also ap-
peared in an online video with rep-
resentatives of al-Magharba tribe 
from which most of PFG militia-
men hail.

Abdulrazak al-Nazhuri, chief-

of-staff for the LNA who was ap-
pointed by the Tobruk-based inter-
nationally recognised parliament 
as military head of the eastern oil 
region, has threatened to target oil 
tankers that do not have permis-
sion from eastern authorities to 
dock.

The LNA has mobilised around 
eastern oil ports and fields where 
PFG forces are deployed.

“We will enter the ports of Zuei-
tina and Es Sider and Ras Lanuf,” 
Nazhuri said.

An LNA brigade has entered 
Zueitina in a show of force, though 
it stopped short of the oil port con-
trolled by the PFG. “Our entry into 
the ports is to protect them, not to 
occupy them or to be substitutes 
for the mercenaries or thieves who 
preceded us,” Nazhuri said.

Western powers, which are help-

ing the GNA led by Fayez al-Sarraj, 
voiced concerns about tensions 
around Zueitina oil terminal.

The United States, France, Brit-
ain, Germany, Spain and Italy 
urged a return to government con-
trol of all oil and gas installations 
and called on all parties “to abstain 
from any act of hostility and avoid 
all actions that could damage or 
disrupt energy infrastructure”.

“Now as it was during the early 
moment of the revolution a single 
target was decided and the rival 
factions fighting for it are lined up. 
It is the aim of controlling the oil 
which allows the control of the po-
litical power,” said Libyan political 
commentator Ahmed Fitouri.

“The war over oil is nearing. 
The war is drawing closer over oil 
as [ISIS] is defeated or about to be 
defeated,” he said predicting that 

Misrata’s powerful militias will 
take part in that projected war after 
they had honed their military skills 
and forged support during their 
fight against ISIS in Sirte for more 
than three months.

However, analysts doubt more 
Libyan oil will be flowing to world 
markets soon even if there were no 
conflict between rival factions.

“Opening the ports allows the 
NOC to start undertaking repairs 
but that will still take time,” said 
Scott Modell, an analyst at energy 
consultancy Rapidan Group.

“One announcement about po-
tentially opening ports that are not 
fully functional is not going to turn 
around the overall trajectory of the 
political process.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Libyan forces allied with the UN-backed government receive ammunition for their tank during a 
battle with ISIS fighters in neighbourhood Number Two in Sirte, Libya, on August 16th.

Such a battle would 
likely kill efforts to 
revive oil exports at a 
crucial time for Libya’s 
deteriorating 
economy.

If the trend continues, 
Libya will run out of 
Central Bank reserves 
in less than four years.

ISIS in Libya: Retreating or advancing
in another direction?

T 

he Islamic State (ISIS) 
is in retreat from 
Libya’s strategic 
central port city of 
Sirte but this is a 
rather orderly retreat 

in the face of forces loyal to the 
UN-backed Presidential Council 
headed by Fayez al-Sarraj and 
backed by US air strikes. The 
questions are: What does the 
future hold for Libya? And what 
will ISIS do?

By taking control of Sirte, the 
Presidential Council is seeking 
to extend its political legiti-
macy towards eastern Libya. The 
country has been fragmented 
among different governments and 
various military, militia and ter-
rorist forces since the overthrow 
of Muammar Qaddafi in 2011. The 
Presidential Council is seeking to 
prove its mettle and demonstrate 
that it is the legitimate authority 
in the North African oil- and gas-
producing country.

Since legitimacy in the Arab 
world appears to come at the bar-
rel of a gun, not from the will of 

the people or the ballot box, 
then it is military might 
and territorial control that 
are the deciding factors. 
The irony is that the Arab 
political, cultural and me-
dia elite have been inspired 
by the idea that whoever is 
in control of the capital, 
and other strategic areas, 
is the legitimate power, 
regardless of the will of 
the people, respect for 
the country’s culture 
and traditions, its 
democratic founda-
tions or political 
norms. However, 
it is from these vital 
principles, not force of 
arms, where true legitimacy 
comes from.

So real political legitimacy in 
Libya must, therefore, be based 
on the parliamentary elections of 
2014, not military force or ter-
ritorial control. Sarraj’s troops 
have every right to celebrate the 
retreat of ISIS from Sirte but 
it is important to note that 
ISIS has retreated and not 
been defeated. This terrorist 
group remains a force, albeit 
a scattered one, and a threat 
to Libya and its neighbours. The 
threat of the group’s dangerous 
ideology to recruit new members 
and inspire attacks remains.

It is also clear that ISIS’s with-
drawal from Sirte came thanks to 
Western intervention, with Euro-
pean special forces on the ground 

in Libya and US air strikes playing 
a decisive factor in the battle for 
the city.

Europe is footing an expensive 
bill to keep ISIS from its shores but 
its actions are out of self-interest, 
not due to any real concern for 
Libya. Europe wants to ensure 
that ISIS is not able to infiltrate the 
continent and if the group retreats 
towards the Libyan interior, the 
Europeans will not pursue ISIS 
there.

Europe is entering the conflict 
management stage of its fight 
against ISIS and it is prepared to 
give up certain things to safeguard 
more strategic interests, such as 
control of the vital energy cor-
ridors, including Libya. European 
countries are fighting against ISIS 
but this is a fight with many differ-
ent fronts and they must prioritise 
some battles over others.

ISIS is in retreat from Sirte but 
that only means its fighters are 
advancing in another direction, to 
Libya’s border regions and towards 
Niger, Algeria and Tunisia. ISIS 
could move to target US forces 
in Senegal, via Niger and Mali. It 
could look to exploit the situation 
in Algeria, particularly the issue of 
the restive ethnic Tuaregs in the 
south or it could carry out more 
terrorist attacks in Tunisia.

Yes, ISIS might be in retreat in 
Libya but that only means it is ad-
vancing in a different direction.

Amine Ben Masoud is a Tunisian 
writer and political analyst.
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on the parliamentary 
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