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Opinion

T
here is no disguising 
it anymore. Britain is 
turning sharply right.

Led by a 
Conservative Party 
that is increasingly 

beginning to sound like France’s 
far-right National Front, post-
Brexit Britain is attacking 
foreignness wholesale. Foreign 
workers are in its sights. So are 
foreign students.

Hard Brexiteers, many of 
whom are senior government 
ministers, appear busily engaged 
in fumigating the political arena 
for pesky, liberal ideas such as 
openness and inclusiveness. They 
are turning concepts — universal 
commerce, free markets and 
transnational human rights — 
advanced in the late 18th century 
by Thomas Paine into foreign 
notions. But Paine, who was 
born in England, migrated to the 
British American colonies only in 
his 40s. In many ways, his ideas 
grew out of English soil.

This is pest control 
masquerading as immigration 
policy. What is so pestilential 
about the foreigner? British 
Prime Minister Theresa May 
warns that foreign doctors are 
in the country for no more than 

an “interim period”. Her home 
secretary, Amber Rudd, suggests 
two further ways to reduce 
foreign decontamination: Limit 
the number of international 
students at British universities 
and force companies to reveal how 
many foreign staff they employ. 
The outcry over the last step 
forced a U-turn but the British 
government’s direction of travel 
remains clear.

All three proposals are bad for 
Britain plc, turning universities, 
hospitals and other workplaces 
into foreigner-unfriendly zones. 
They undo the marketing 
campaign that British universities 
have successfully run for 
years around the world as they 
competed with Australia and 
New Zealand for full fee-paying 
international students. More 
crucially, they make a nonsense 
of Britain’s claim to be outward-
looking and an attractive place to 
visit, live or work.

And yet, the idea of the 
pestilential foreigner seems to 
be taking hold. It may ultimately 
prove to be self-harming.

Just 18 months ago, beset by 
staff shortages, Britain’s National 
Health Service hired 3,000 
doctors from at least 27 countries, 

including Iraq and Syria. Turfing 
them out will not help British 
patients.

One out of every three British 
employees in the fledgling 
technology sector was born 
overseas. Driving out the 
“foreigner” would jeopardise this 
industry, which is striving to build 
a global tech hub to rival Silicon 
Valley.

International students bring 
$17 billion to the British economy 
and create more than 130,000 
jobs. Keeping them away will 
impoverish British universities.

The government is playing 
with the idea of a tiered visa 
system that would tie students’ 
admittance to their chosen 
university’s ranking and subject 
of study. Foreign students’ right 
to work while studying, to work in 
Britain after graduation, to bring 
along family and to arrive without 
passing an English language test 
would become a lottery. Students 
seeking admission to universities 
ranked lower than Oxford or 
Cambridge may find it hard to get 
a visa.

All students and all universities 
are not equal, the home secretary 
has said. True, but surely the 
colour of their money is the same 

no matter where they spend it?
However, the most menacing 

proposal is the now-abandoned 
attempt to force businesses to 
reveal how many foreign staff 
they employ. Steve Hilton, who 
advised former prime minister 
David Cameron on policy, 
described it as worse than Donald 
Trump’s proposal to ban Muslims 
entering the United States. 
Ministers might as well announce 
that “foreign workers will be 
tattooed with numbers on their 
forearms”, he wrote in the Sunday 
Times.

If that sounds like gross 
overstatement, consider this: The 
British home secretary justified 
her name-and-shame proposals 
for companies in the name of 
open discussion. “If we do talk 
about immigration, don’t call me a 
racist,” Rudd said.

Yes, absolutely. It is not racist to 
talk about immigration. What one 
says, however, might very well be 
racist.

That was.
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A
s the US presidential 
race enters its final 
stages, the question 
of how both major 
party candidates 
plan to defeat 

Islamic State (ISIS) and the threat 
its brand of violent jihadism 
poses to the United States and 
other Western countries is 
proving to be a hot topic.

Strategies generally focus 
on fighting ISIS in Syria and 
Iraq. However, if the new 
administration fails to formulate a 
coherent Libya policy to replace US 
President Barack Obama’s passive 
wait-and-see approach, then any 
gains made against ISIS in the 
Levant will likely be cancelled out 
by the group’s penetration across 
North Africa.

US foreign policy has failed 
to fully engage or understand 
the complexities of the Libyan 
political and military landscape 
or address why ISIS has been so 
successful in seizing territory in 
Libya, most notably in former 
leader Muammar Qaddafi’s 
birthplace of Sirte.

Indeed, since the attack carried 
out by jihadist group Ansar al-
Sharia on the US special mission 
in Benghazi in 2012, the United 
States has adopted a hands-off 
approach to foreign policy in 
Libya. This political distancing has 
grown more pronounced as Hillary 
Clinton has sought to play defence 
every time she is questioned about 
the fallout from the attack.

In response to US Ambassador 
Christopher Stevens’ death, the 
United States could have doubled 
down; instead it withdrew. This 
disengagement has helped sustain 
an environment in Libya in which 
ISIS and related groups have 
thrived.

When the United States 
launched Operation Odyssey 
Lightning on August 1st, a 
campaign of air strikes against 
ISIS targets in Sirte, the response 
was framed entirely in terms of a 
finite counter-extremism military 
intervention rather than deriving 
from an understanding of US 
interests inside Libya or a clear 
policy on what the post-Qaddafi 
political settlement should be.

The US air strikes were launched 
following a request from Bunyan 
Marsous (BM) militia forces, which 
are aligned with Libya’s UN-
brokered Government of National 
Accord (GNA) and which have 
been fighting a ground assault 
against ISIS in Sirte since late May. 

Although ISIS fighters have been 
driven back to a 3-sq.-km enclave 
in north-eastern Sirte, BM fighters 
continue to suffer heavy casualties 
from explosive devices and suicide 
attacks.

Nevertheless, with US air 
support they are likely to liberate 
Sirte in the near future. As and 
when this happens, past US policy 
indicates that Washington will 
be inclined to declare victory 
and withdraw from Libya, both 
militarily and politically.

The two presidential candidates’ 
attitudes and backgrounds as 
relates to Libya and ISIS appear 
to back this up. In the September 
26th debate between Donald 
Trump and Hillary Clinton, 
Trump commented that “I think 
we have to get NATO to go into 
the Middle East with us… and 
we have to knock the hell out of 
ISIS”. Presumably then, once a 
military victory can be declared 
against ISIS in Sirte, a Trump 
administration would consider 

that job done in Libya.
In Clinton’s case, the criticism 

and controversy she has faced 
over her handling of the Benghazi 
attack is likely to mean her 
administration would try to 
distance itself as much as possible 
from Libya, also leading to a 
hands-off approach post-Sirte.

Both policy approaches to 
Libya would ultimately be self-
defeating. Destroying ISIS’s 
hold over Sirte does not mean 
destroying ISIS in Libya, nor does 
one military victory eliminate the 
threat of other equally dangerous 
and potent jihadi groups emerging 
and wreaking havoc in North 
Africa. Recent clashes between 
ISIS fighters and pro-GNA forces 
30km south of Sirte confirm 
analysts’ predictions that key 
ISIS leaders and commanders 
have slipped out of the city and 
regrouped in the desert, meaning 
the threat ISIS poses in Libya is far 
from extinguished.

Furthermore, it is important 
to remember that ISIS’s success 
in establishing foundations in 
places like Sirte is a symptom, not 
the cause, of the chaos, political 
division and lack of state control 
that have come to characterise 
post-Qaddafi Libya. As long as 
these chaotic conditions persist, 
the root of violent jihadism will 
endure and even thrive in Libya, 
no matter whether certain groups 
or units of fighters are defeated in 
one particular place or battle.

Consequently, if the United 
States wants to truly address 
the threat posed by a powerful 
jihadist group with free rein over 
large parts of oil-rich, smuggling-
rich, weapons-rich North Africa, 
then US policy efforts must 
be directed towards creating 
and supporting a long-term 
sustainable political solution in 
Libya.

Without political unity and 
stability, Libya’s economy will 
crumble, conflict will spread and 
the state will be powerless to 
prevent the country’s unravelling. 
In this scenario, ISIS and like-
minded groups will continue 
to disrupt the stability and 
security of Libya and surrounding 
countries and the new US 
administration will have no 
weapons in its arsenal to prevent 
it.
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Libyan forces allied with the UN-backed government take a 
position during a battle with Islamic State militants in Sirte, last 
September.


