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L 

ibya’s internationally 
backed Government of 
National Unity (GNA) fac-
es a make-or-break legiti-
macy test when militias 

aligned with it attempt to clear out 
Islamic State fighters from the cen-
tral coastal city of Sirte, analysts 
said.

Misrata militias allied with the 
GNA appear to have cornered Is-
lamic State (ISIS) fighters in Sirte 
with the help of nearly a month 
of US air strikes. US Marine AH-
1W SuperCobra helicopters have 
been dispatched to help eliminate 
the extremists holed up in densely 
populated buildings.

ISIS fighters have retreated “to 
the densest, most built-up part 
of the city,” a US Defense Depart-
ment official told the Washington 
Post. “[The AH-1W] is a platform 

that lends itself well to that kind of 
mission.”

Libyan and foreign experts said 
they saw evidence to back state-
ments by Misrata forces’ spokes-
men about taking control of Sirte 
within days after more than three 
months of an offensive that stalled 
in July before receiving a military 
boost from the United States.

Political analyst Ahmed Ibrahim 
Fakih said a victory against ISIS in 
Sirte would present Libyan Prime 
Minister-designate Fayez al-Sarraj 
with an opportunity to cobble to-
gether the basis of a national army 
from the militias.

“This step is necessary for those 
who want to unify the country. 
There is no alternative to this step 
of bringing together this compo-
nent of the national army with the 
other part in the east,” Fakih said.

The most immediate barrier to 
creating such a force is the ren-
egade role being played by General 
Khalifa Haftar, who commands the 
rump of the National Libyan Army 
of the ousted dictator Muammar 
Qaddafi and is based in the coun-
try’s east.

The Presidential Council, which 
heads the GNA, wants Haftar to 
accept its leadership over the mili-
tary while he and his supporters 
want him to be recognised leader 

of the national army.
“I concluded after discussions 

with officials close to the Presi-
dential Council and leaders of the 
militias that the fate of the forces 
that are fighting in Sirte depends 
on a wise decision to be taken by 
the Presidential Council,” said Alaa 
Farouk, a Libyan security analyst.

He pointed out the rapid advanc-
es against ISIS in Sirte by GNA’s al-

lied forces in comparison to the 
stalemate of the campaign of Haf-
tar’s forces against radical Islam-
ists in Benghazi and Derna.

In contrast to the GNA and the 
Presidential Council, which sought 
an alliance with some Islamist 
militias to try to rebuild state in-
stitutions in Tripoli, Haftar sees 
Islamists as “terrorists” he must 
eradicate to stabilise Libya after 

five years of chaos.
Sirte was severely damaged dur-

ing the anti-Qaddafi uprisings in 
2011, with the UN refugee agency 
estimating that it suffered more 
material damage than any other 
Libyan city.

The tribes associated with the 
city — the Qadhadhfa and Fur-
jan — are linked to Qaddafi’s rule. 
As such, they were discriminated 
against by post-Qaddafi authori-
ties who invested little in Qaddafi’s 
home town, before ISIS seized it in 
February 2015.

The wealthiest families of Sirte 
have deserted the town for fear of 
revenge attacks by radical Islamist 
militias

Analysts say that GNA must de-
cide quickly on how to run Sirte af-
ter the city is freed from ISIS. Were 
it to leave it to the Misrata militias 
to decide who is to manage the city 
affairs, that would revive grudges 
of the city’s population, which 
blames Misrata militias for having 
abandoned the city to ISIS as a way 
to punish the people.

Its control by triumphant Misra-
ta militias would fuel more conflict 
in the eastern oil basin and unravel 
the fragile balance of political and 
tribal powers on which Sarraj’s 
government sets its authority, the 
Libyan experts said.

Clearing Sirte of ISIS presents Sarraj with an opportunity
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Libyan Prime Minister-designate Fayez al-Sarraj (3rd L) visits 
forces fighting Islamic State in Sirte, on August 31st.

Analysts say that GNA 
must decide quickly 
on how to run Sirte 
after the city is freed 
from ISIS.
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A 

bout 40 al-Qaeda assail-
ants came down from 
a mountain in north-
western Tunisia to am-
bush a military convoy, 

killing three soldiers just days after 
the country’s seventh government 
in five years received parliament’s 
endorsement.

Tunisian Defence Ministry 
spokesman Belhassen Oueslati said 
the attackers were from the Okba 
Ibn Nafaa Brigade, the Tunisian af-
filiate of al-Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb (AQIM).

About 14km from that attack, at 
least three suspected Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants were spotted near 
police and military outposts in Kas-
serine, which has been a hotbed of 
social unrest. Government troops 
subsequently killed two jihadists 
and captured a third in a working-
class neighbourhood in Kasserine.

Interior Ministry spokesman 
Yasser Mosbah said the suspected 
ISIS members used motorcycles to 
survey police and army positions in 
the city and stayed at ten different 
safe houses to escape police sur-
veillance.

The incidents were stark remind-
ers of the threat terrorism poses for 
the new government of Prime Min-
ister Youssef Chahed, who received 
a memo from his predecessor, Ha-
bib Essid, on the terrorism problem 
as he was leaving office.

“The terrorism phenomenon is 
a severe and dangerous phenom-
enon which has the ability to con-
tinue, develop and expand because 
it is related to several issues and 
regional and international dimen-
sions that support and feed it,” Es-
sid said in the memo, which was 
released to the media.

“Terrorism has domestic bases 
that sustain its development from 
a pool of human sympathisers and 
new recruits from jihadists return-
ing from conflict zones abroad.”

With jihadists holed up in moun-
tain hideouts, a difficult-to-control 

border with Libya and hundreds of 
people returning after fighting in 
Syria, Iraq and Libya, Tunisia has 
become a ripe target for extremist 
Islamists.

Since the “Arab spring” dawned 
on Tunisia in 2011, militants loyal 
to AQIM or ISIS have been hiding 
out in the mountains near the Alge-
rian border. The Tunisian Army has 
found it difficult to dislodge them 
and has lost dozens of soldiers in 
the process.

The chaos in neighbouring Libya, 
where rival militias — some openly 
loyal to ISIS — are vying for power 
and oil wealth, has hit Tunisia hard. 
In some border areas, contraband 
smuggling with Libya is the only 
source of income and closing the 
border is effectively impossible.

Tunisian media quoted security 
officials as saying that “hundreds” 
of ISIS members, who were trained 
in Libya, were preparing to infil-
trate Tunisia to carry out attacks 
with the help of sleeper cells in Tu-
nisian cities, including Sousse and 
other coastal towns.

The officials said security forces 
had foiled attempts by jihadists to 
infiltrate Tunisia from Libya in re-
cent months.

The new Tunisian government is 
confronted by the terrorism chal-
lenge as well as the risk of social 
unrest. The main trade unions are 
clamouring for more jobs in the 
bloated public sector and wage 
increases in the private sector at 
a time the government is contem-
plating austerity measures that 

include firing workers and cutting 
salaries.

Chahed has yet to get support 
to tackle such unrest from his 
nominal allies in the Government 
of National Unity. His cabinet is 
theoretically backed by seven po-
litical groups and three main social 
organisations, including the Tuni-
sian General Labour Union (UGTT). 
Their effective support is far from 
guaranteed.

The UGTT warned the govern-
ment against taking austerity 
measures and called for the hir-
ing of thousands of employees in 
government, education, health 
and other social sectors. It urged 
authorities to increase the salaries 
of workers in the ailing tourism in-
dustry.

Even Rached Ghannouchi, head 
of Islamist Ennahda party, which 
is the main partner in the ruling 
government, told the inhabitants 
of the Gafsa region, another hotbed 
of unrest, on August 28th that they 
should not go hungry while phos-
phate production is shipped out of 
their province.

The new prime minister is aware 
of the risks ahead. “We will not 
allow interruption of production 
at any factory and we will be firm 
and severe in deal ing with illegal 
strikes and sit-ins,” Chahed warned 
lawmakers on August 26th. “If the 
situation continues like this, then 
in 2017 we will need a policy of 
austerity and dismiss thousands 
of public sector employ ees and im-
pose new taxes.”
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Tunisia’s new Prime Minister Youssef Chahed (R) and outgoing premier Habib Essid take part in the handing-over ceremony in Carthage, 
on August 31st.

 The new Tunisian 
government is 
confronted by the 
terrorism challenge as 
well as the risk of 
social unrest.


