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Competing interests in Libya

A
s in 2011, when NATO 
launched its ill-fated 
intervention in Libya, 
it appears that the 
North African country 
has once again 

become a battleground for compet-
ing Western and regional interests.

Following the takeover of several 
of Libya’s main oil ports by 
strongman Khalifa Haftar, a 
number of Western and regional 
powers, including Italy, France, 
Britain, the United States and 
Egypt, issued a joint communiqué 
affirming “solidarity with the 
Libyan people”.

While such key international 
players regularly pay lip service to 
a Libyan-led peace process that 
preserves the unity and sover-
eignty of the country, on the 
ground those players seem to be 
doing little to support the Libyan 
people. Rather, it appears unlikely 
that foreign powers will place 
Libyans’ interest above their own.

For Italy, stabilisation of Libya is 
key, given the significant threat of 
migration and potential spillover 
of terrorism into Europe. For that 
reason, Italy has sought to stem 
the rise of the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
its former colony. However, while 
Italy has allowed armed American 
drones to fly out of its Sigonella 
Naval Air Station to conduct 

operations against ISIS, it has 
refrained from committing more 
fully to rooting out the terror 
group.

Italy has endorsed the interna-
tionally recognised Government of 
National Accord (GNA) led by 
Fayez al-Sarraj but key Italian 
officials have spoken of the need to 
“go forward in seeking an agree-
ment with… General Haftar”. He 
leads the Libyan National Army 
(LNA) and is behind the House of 
Representatives’ (HoR) refusal to 
endorse the GNA. By expressing 
willingness to engage with Haftar, 
Italy, like many foreign powers 
operating in Libya, seems to be 
hedging its bets.

France, another major Western 
power supporting Sarraj and the 
GNA, has sent special forces to 
Benghazi to support Haftar’s LNA. 
Although French forces have 
withdrawn from Benghazi, 
security sources did not rule out 
their return. There have been 
reports that British forces joined 
those of France in supporting 
Haftar in Benghazi. Like France, 
Britain seems willing to play both 
sides by officially supporting the 
GNA while lending backing to 
Haftar to ensure that its influence 
is strategically well placed.

The United States, while wary of 
taking military action in Libya, has 
been more active in seeking to 
establish security in the country. In 
August, the United States began air 
strikes against ISIS in Sirte in 
response to a formal request from 
Sarraj’s government. This move 

signalled US commitment to the 
Libyan forces fighting ISIS in Sirte; 
however, it remains to be seen 
what role the United States will 
play following the operation to 
stabilise the city.

The rivalry between the inhabit-
ants of Sirte and the forces of 
Misrata, who have been leading the 
charge against ISIS in the city, 
makes it impossible for the 
Misratan fighters to maintain a 
military presence there after ISIS is 
ousted.

Should the next US administra-
tion want to avoid the mistake 
made in 2011 by failing to ensure 
post-conflict stabilisation, the 
United States will need to stay 
engaged in Libya beyond the 
immediate goal of defeating ISIS in 
the country.

Egypt has a significant stake in 
the outcome in Libya, given the 
two countries’ shared border and 
the threat of ISIS. Egypt’s support 
for Haftar is rooted in his anti-
Islamist campaign and President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has repeatedly 
expressed support for the HoR as 
the government of the Libyan 
people and lauded Haftar and the 
LNA. Still, Egypt continues to join 
the international community in 
rhetorically recognising the GNA as 
the sole legitimate government of 
Libya.

Western actors seem willing to 
dismiss this contradiction; Italian 
Foreign Minister Paolo Gentiloni 
recently stated that “Egypt has 
always said that it supports the 
UN-driven stabilisation process 

and that it supports Sarraj’s 
government”, a comment that 
seems naïve at best.

Amid this manoeuvring, the 
recent joint communiqué seems like 
a farce. The statement refers to the 
GNA as “the sole legitimate recipi-
ent of international security 
assistance” and urges Libyans to 
“decide their own future without 
foreign interference”. UN Special 
Representative for Libya Martin 
Kobler continues to call for a “unity 
of approach” among the wider 
international community towards 
the country. In the current environ-
ment, there appears to be little 
unity among the international 
actors engaged in Libya. The GNA 
continues to struggle amid a lack of 
credibility on the ground while 
international actors violate their 
own rhetoric regarding the body’s 
legitimacy and sovereignty.

Libyans are in need of stability 
and security. However, when 
international players act out of their 
self-interests and engage through 
proxies, the interests of ordinary 
Libyans are swept aside. The 
restoration of public law and order 
would not only benefit Libyans, it 
would benefit the international 
players intervening in Libya.

However, until long-term 
stabilisation efforts are elevated 
over short-term, self-interested 
actions, Libyans will continue to 
suffer.

Elissa Miller is an assistant director 
at the Atlantic Council’s Rafik Hariri 
Center for the Middle East.
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Pride but also 
frustration one 
year after Tunisia 
Nobel Prize
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unisia’s political and in-
tellectual elites, wrestling 
with the country’s many 
challenges, express a lin-
gering pride about the 

Nobel Peace Prize awarded to civil 
society groups in the country a year 
ago but also disappointment and 
frustration over the failure to build 
on the prestige of the honour.

The announcement last October 
of the award brought excitement to 
Tunisians. Many expected immedi-
ate gains to result from the attention 
given to the Peace Prize, including 
more foreign investment, increased 
aid from international powers, few-
er hurdles to travel abroad to work 
or study, as well as enhancement of 
Tunisia’s reputation.

Tunisians wanted the world to 
appreciate the special traits that al-
lowed the country to be a success in 
the “Arab spring”, rather than the 
dubious distinction of being one of 
the region’s largest exporters of ji-
hadists.

Tunisia is mired in deep social and 
economic crises even if it remains 
the only promising Arab experiment 
with a bold multiparty democracy 
and liberal politics.

The Norwegian Nobel Committee 
announced on October 10th, 2015, 
the Nobel Peace Prize for 2015 was 
to go to the Tunisian National Dia-
logue Quartet for its contribution to 
ensuring Tunisia’s peaceful transi-
tion to democracy in the wake of the 
overthrow of former President Zine 
el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011.

The National Dialogue Quartet 
included four organisations in Tuni-
sian civil society: the Tunisian Gen-
eral Labour Union (UGTT), the Tu-

nisian Union of Industry, Trade and 
Handicrafts (UTICA), the Tunisian 
Human Rights League (LTDH) and 
the Tunisian Bar Association.

The Quartet members played 
the role of mediators to advance a 
peaceful political development and 
gained the peace prize committee’s 
attention for their collective fa-
cilitation of the process, not for the 
separate individual roles as organi-
sations.

As a result, Tunisia has estab-
lished a constitutional system that 
guarantees fundamental rights for 
the entire population, irrespective 
of gender, political conviction or re-
ligious faith and belief.

Before the Quartet stepped in, 
Tunisia’s nascent democracy was 
teetering, with secularists challeng-
ing the rule of the Islamist Ennahda 
party in the autumn of 2013.

The assassination of a left-wing 
politician prompted the opposition 
to boycott the constitutional assem-
bly, leaving the government para-
lysed, the constitution unfinished 
and the country near civil war.

In Egypt, which had followed Tu-
nisia in the “Arab spring” uprisings, 
the military, backed by massive ci-
vilian support, moved to oust the Is-
lamist government, prompting radi-
cal secularists in Tunisia to consider 
taking a cue from Cairo.

The four civil society organisa-
tions jumped onto the fray at the 
end of 2013 to get the rival camps 
to reach a peaceful outcome. The 
Islamists agreed to step down and 

be replaced by a caretaker techno-
cratic government that organised 
new elections and the mainly secu-
larist opposition returned to work 
with Islamists to finish writing the 
constitution.

“I deem the win by the Quartet of 
the Nobel Peace Prize an important 
milestone in Tunisia’s history but 
unfortunately public opinion did 
not give it the significance it merits,” 
said Hatem Ben Salem, the head of 
the presidency-run Tunisian Insti-
tute of Strategic Studies (ITES).

“Public opinion saw it as reward 
for the Quartet but the Nobel prize 
should have constituted an oppor-
tunity for Tunisia to build a new im-
age and even fashion a new vision 
for the country that goes beyond the 
stature of the Quartet,” he said.

“We had to remember that the 
Nobel prize came to crown the suc-
cess of dialogue in Tunisia. Today as 
we hear the drums of war between 
big powers and even in Europe, we 
have to remember that Tunisia was 
on the brink of a civil war and pulled 
back from that path thanks to dia-
logue.

“The dialogue helped all political 
and social parties forge a consensus 

and reach compromises to avoid a 
serious and very dangerous crisis,” 
he added.

Houcine Abassi, secretary-general 
of the UGTT, which was one of the 
recipients of the Nobel prize,  said 
he deplored the insufficient sup-
port received by Tunisia from global 
powers and international financial 
institutions.

“The backing of the friends of Tu-
nisia and its partners for the success 
of its democratic transition must 
take into account the circumstances 
of the country as it works to nurture 
its nascent democracy,” he said.

“They are not dealing with our 
country from that point of view. We 
need to explain to them the situa-
tion better to help it more, and that 
will benefit the whole Arab region.”

According to Hichem Elloumi, a 
senior official of the Tunisian busi-
ness federation (UTICA): “Tunisia’s 
main challenge is to succeed in its 
economic transition. The crisis dur-
ing the five years since 2011 had 
truncated the average growth three-
fold.”

Financial experts pointed to the 
latest report of Davos Economic Fo-
rum, which ranked Tunisia 95th out 

of 138 countries in economic com-
petitiveness for the 2016-17 period 
down from 32nd in 2009-10 as an in-
dication of the deterioration of the 
country’s economic standing.

“The Davos figures for Tunisia 
were frightening but the more wor-
rying aspect is that Tunisians are 
not aware of the looming catas-
trophe that will hit their country if 
that deterioration was to continue 
and with it the freeze of investment 
by local businesses and the flight 
of foreign investors,” wrote Habib 
Lassoued, a senior editor with the 
large-circulation daily El-Chourouk.

Some Tunisians believe the Nobel 
Peace Prize should have been used 
to promote the crucial international 
investment conference, which it 
plans to have in November.

Ben Salem said: “I do not fathom 
why we did not take advantage of 
the large Nobel networks to help 
Tunisia organise the planned con-
ference, which is vital for Tunisia’s 
economy. Behind these networks 
lay huge forces and great potential 
for money and investment.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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