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ISIS is defeated in Sirte but
Libya’s problems remain
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

L

ibya’s militias aligned
with the UN-backed government in Tripoli have
uprooted Islamic State
(ISIS) militants from their
stronghold in Sirte after a 7-month
battle that left most of the Mediterranean town in rubble.
Misrata militias lost 711 men
with 3,200 injured in the fight in
which they were supported by US
air strikes, British front-line intelligence and logistics as well as by
Italian medical assistance.
“The number of ISIS’s fighters killed since the beginning of
the operation stands at more than
1,200,” said Ahmed Al-Rawayati, a
spokesman for the Misrata militias,
on December 5th as he announced
the final collapse of ISIS in Sirte, the
jihadist group’s main foothold in
Libya.
The death toll might suggest that
thousands of ISIS fighters escaped
from the city or that the numerical threat of ISIS forces had been
over-estimated by Western powers,
whose intelligence agencies and
think-tanks had put the number of
ISIS fighters in Sirte at 5,000-8,000.
Rawayati said militias and authorities in Tripoli were preparing a
“post-liberation plan” for the town.
The birthplace of former Libyan
leader Muammar Qaddafi, Sirte
has a strategic importance because
of its tribal make-up and proximity to the oil terminals, Libya’s sole
source of foreign currency.
The militias that led the campaign
against ISIS are made up mainly of
men from the western city of Misrata, who have had a tense relationship with Sirte residents, the latter
blaming them for not preventing
ISIS from taking control of their city
in the summer of 2015.
ISIS’s defeat brings relief for
Sirte’s 80,000 inhabitants. It is

A T-54 tank belonging to forces loyal to Libya’s Government of National Accord (GNA) taking position
during clashes with ISIS jihadists in the Libyan city of Sirte.
(AFP)
also good news for countries in the
region, especially Tunisia, which
suffered from infiltration by ISIS
fighters across its border from Libya. It is also a source of satisfaction
for Europeans who have been jittery about the presence of an ISIS
stronghold south of the Mediterranean.
The Sirte battle against ISIS had
been touted as possibly unifying fighters from various Libya’s

“ISIS’s defeat
brings relief for
Sirte’s 80,000
inhabitants.”

regions and tribes and sending a
message for the divided country
for reconciliation and peace but the
outcome of the Sirte battle does not
seem to be bridging Libya’s chronic
divide.
Instead, Field Marshal Khalifa
Haftar’s forces continued their own
fight against Islamists and other
opponents in the east while various militias in the west and south
watched on the sidelines when not
intervening to support their own allies.
UN envoy for Libya Martin Kobler told the UN Security Council on
December 6th that the country’s
chaos enables the possible re-emergence of terrorist networks despite
the gains against ISIS in Sirte and

other radical Islamists elsewhere in
Libya.
He warned that the “fragmented
security situation allows criminal
and terrorist networks to flourish”
and that, despite an arms embargo,
the country continues to be awash
in weapons.
“The lack of rule of law, corruption and high yields on the black
market result in billions of dollars
disappearing into shadowy accounts,” Kobler said. “The country
will face an economic meltdown
unless something changes.”
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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US-Iran tensions rise as Trump presidency looms
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

ensions between Iran and
the United States are rising as US President-elect
Donald Trump puts together a cabinet of foreign policy hawks advocating more
pressure on Tehran.
Following a unanimous decision
by the US Senate to allow the president to reintroduce economic sanctions against Iran, the government
in Tehran slammed Washington for
a “lack of credibility” regarding the
agreement between the international community and Iran about
its nuclear programme.
Under the agreement, the United
States and other powers lifted sanctions on Iraq but the Senate vote
means the White House can react
swiftly if it feels the need for renewed measures.
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah

Ali Khamenei said in November
that Iran would react if new sanctions were imposed.
Foreign Minister Mohammad Ja-

vad Zarif, speaking December 8th
during a visit to Japan, warned
the United States that fresh sanctions could harm Iran “but won’t

break us”. Zarif said that it was in
the United States’ interest to make
the agreement work but the Senate
vote showed that the Americans
could not be trusted.

Former general
James Mattis, the
designated secretary
of Defense, sees Iran
as a major threat.

President-elect Donald Trump (R) talks to retired Marine Corps
general James Mattis as he announces his nomination as US
Defense secretary at a rally in Fayetteville, North Carolina,
on December 6th.
(AP)

During the presidential campaign, Trump vowed to tear up the
nuclear agreement and said policies
under US President Barack Obama
had made Iran stronger. Several of
Trump’s security advisers, among
them former general James Mattis, the designated secretary of Defense, have said they see Iran as a
major threat and source of instability in the Middle East.
“Mattis is obviously very tough
on Iran,” Owen Daniels of the Atlan-

tic Council in Washington said. The
former general, however, is apparently not in favour of scrapping the
nuclear accord. “He will continue
to support the deal and argue for
strict controls” over Iran’s behaviour, Daniels said.
Mattis said in April that other
regional challenges, such as fighting the Islamic State (ISIS), the war
in Syria and the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, pale in comparison to the
threat posed by Iran.
Analysts in Washington say it is
too soon to tell whether Trump will
heed the advice of Mattis or whether he will use his election promises
as the basis for his policies. Daniels
said the first 100 days of the Trump
administration, which takes office
January 20th, would give a clearer
indication of the policies Trump
will pursue.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.
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