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ibyan military leader Khal-
ifa Haftar visited Russia in 
June, seeking weapons 
and training for his army, 
with the aim of preparing 

for the fight against Islamists. One 
day later, an official from the rival 
camp arrived in Moscow, trying 
to offset Haftar’s push for Russia’s 
help as it reasserts its power in the 
Arab world.

On a visit to Moscow at the end of 
November, Haftar entered the For-
eign Ministry donning a Russian 
hat. This time, there was no coun-
ter move from his rivals.

The symbolism depicts the real-
ity that between June and Haftar’s 
visit on November 29th, Haftar, 
who was elevated from army gen-
eral to field marshal in September, 
amassed significant leverage to 
bolster his role in Libya.

During the recent Moscow visit, 
Haftar, 73, talked with top Russian 
officials, including Defence Minis-
ter Sergei Shoigu and Foreign Min-
ister Sergei Lavrov.

“Our relations are crucial. Our 
goal today is to give life to these re-
lations,” Russia’s TASS news agen-
cy quoted Haftar as saying ahead of 
his meeting with Lavrov.

“We hope we will eliminate ter-
rorism with your help in the near-
est future,” Haftar said of the Rus-
sians.

Haftar’s ascendency could esca-
late the Libyan crisis as his rivals 
seek to cancel his gains, including 
his sweep to wrest the control of 

the main oil export facilities in Lib-
ya’s hydrocarbon basin in the east.

Libya splintered into rival politi-
cal and armed groups after a West-
ern-backed uprising ousted Muam-
mar Qaddafi in 2011.

Haftar commands the rump of 
Qaddafi’s Libyan National Army. 
He is aligned with the eastern 
government in Tobruk and the in-
ternationally recognised House of 
Representatives.

He opposes the UN-brokered 
Government of National Accord 
(GNA), assailing it is an umbrella 
for Islamist parties and their mili-
tias.

Haftar’s soldiers have been 
locked in a two-year campaign 
against extremist Islamists and 
other opponents in Benghazi and 
other areas in eastern Libya.

Haftar’s Soviet-era training and 
broad military background, as well 
as his four-decade army experi-
ence could make him a likely ally of 
Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
despite Haftar’s ties with the CIA-
backed movements that opposed 
Qaddafi for decades.

Haftar shares the Russian view 
that there is no democracy with the 
participation of Islamists. His allies 
have previously nurtured ties with 
Russia.

Haftar’s November visit to 
Moscow occurred after his army, 
backed by leaders of main tribes 
in the east, seized oil terminals in 
September from rival militias led 
by Ibrahim Jadhran.

The oil move made Haftar more 
popular in the east and turned him 
into a more acceptable figure in any 
future arrangements negotiated 

among various local groups and 
their supporters in the Arab region 
and the West.

Egypt is believed to be among 
regional powers supporting Haftar 
and France is reportedly embed-
ding troops within his forces.

Since Haftar’s takeover of the 
oil facilities, the country’s crucial 
oil exports have been increasing, 
giving hopes to many Libyans that 
their economic misery will end but 
also igniting anger among his op-
ponents.

“They told us that emissaries of 
world powers had given us guaran-
tees that Haftar is outside the pow-

er game. That did not happen as 
they describe him now as the mili-
tary chief who fights terrorism,” 
said Sadok Gueriani, the spiritual 
leader of radical Islamists in Libya.

Haftar’s spokesman, Ahmed al-
Mismari, said in a statement that 
“columns” of militiamen had at-
tempted to take control of the oil 
facilities from the army on Decem-
ber 7th but were repelled.

Mismari blamed forces aligned 
with the GNA’s government in Trip-
oli despite its denial

Analysts argue that Haftar is like-
ly to gain strength but also attract 
more animosity if he were to pre-

serve his gains in the east. The lack 
of progress by the GNA in restoring 
security and unity is pushing pow-
ers in the West and in the region to 
give Haftar a role to broaden do-
mestic support of the GNA.

Such developments could cause 
Islamist extremists to unify their 
forces, possibly generating a new 
jihadist movement. However, this 
could make Haftar an even more 
indispensable ally for Russia and 
staunch anti-Islamist states in the 
region as well as for African states 
in the Sahel while liberals and oth-
er anti-Islamists in Libya increas-
ingly view him as their leader.
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orocco is seeking to 
consolidate its ties 
with African coun-
tries as part of its 
south-south coop-

eration strategy despite obstacles 
from South Africa and Algeria to 
prevent Rabat from rejoining the 
African Union, analysts said.

Moroccan King Mohammed VI 
has toured several African coun-
tries with which his delegation 
sealed a raft of bilateral agreements 
and memoranda of understanding.

His visit in November to Ad-
dis Ababa included the signing of 
a $3.7 billion deal between Mo-
rocco’s Office Cherifien des Phos-
phates (OCP), the world’s largest 
phosphate exporter and state-run 
Ethiopian firm Chemical Industries 
Corporation (CIC) to build a plant 
to produce fertiliser.

Ethiopia, which is home to the 
African Union headquarters, im-
ports about 900,000 tonnes of fer-
tiliser each year.

OCP, during King Mohammed 
VI’s visit to Kigali in October, also 
reached an agreement with Rwan-
da to build a blending unit.

“Morocco has taken a real bet on 
Africa in the last few years thanks 
to the king’s vision of the African 
continent, which has witnessed a 
sizeable economic growth in the 

last decade,” said Rachid Boutti, 
distinguished visiting professor at 
Universidad de Las Palmas Gran 
Canaria and professor at ENCG 
Agadir.

Many Moroccan firms, including 
builders, banks and insurers, have 
invested in sub-Saharan Africa in 
the past few years, making Moroc-
co the second biggest African in-
vestor on the continent after South 
Africa.

The North African kingdom has 
targeted countries that support the 
Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic, 
such as Nigeria, Rwanda and Ethio-
pia, with investments and bilateral 
cooperation.

Rabat officially requested to re-
join the African Union in Septem-
ber, 32 years after quitting the bloc 
in protest over its decision to ac-
cept Western Sahara as a member.

Morocco annexed Western Saha-
ra in 1975 and maintains that it is an 
integral part of the kingdom. The 
Polisario Front guerrillas be gan an 
armed conflict with Morocco for an 
independent state that lasted un-
til the United Nations brokered a 
ceasefire in 1991.

Rabat has proposed a form of 
autonomy under Moroccan sover-
eignty for the vast territory, which 
has fewer than 1 million inhabit-
ants. The proposal was rejected by 
the Algeria-backed Polisario Front, 
which insists on the right of the 
Sahrawi people to self-determina-
tion in a UN-monitored vote.

“Morocco is well aware that Af-

rica has a huge potential at a time 
Western Europe is witnessing an 
economic slowdown. It has set 
aside the political differences to fo-
cus on its south-south cooperation 
strategy that looks very promis-
ing,” said Boutti.

“African leaders have appreciat-
ed Morocco’s business model that 
has proved to be successful even 
though the country does not have 
natural resources,” he added.

Morocco and Nigeria have signed 
an agreement to build a pipeline to 
carry Nigerian natural gas to North 
Africa and Europe.

The 4,000km pipeline, which 
will be funded by the two coun-

tries’ sovereign wealth funds, is 
seen as a major initiative to boost 
energy production in Africa. It will 
run along the West African coast 
from Nigeria to Morocco. The exact 
route is yet to be decided.

“The pipeline is set to change the 
framework of more than 13 coun-
tries in Africa as well as the region-
al geopolitical sphere in which Mo-
rocco operates,” said analyst Manar 
Slimi on Qadaya wa Arae, aired on 
Al Aoula TV.

Algeria had talks with Nigeria as 
far back as 2002 for a trans-Saharan 
pipeline but the Algerian govern-
ment was unable to finance the 
project.

Moroccan firms seek to benefit 
from African markets with large 
populations such as Nigeria and 
Ethiopia.

Tarik Atlati, president of the 
Moroccan Centre for Strategic Re-
search and Studies, told Qadaya 
wa Arae that “Morocco is working 
with a precise agenda at a deep 
African level despite disruptions 
from some countries,” a reference 
to Algeria and South Africa, which 
are trying to hamper Morocco’s bid 
to rejoin the African Union.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly 
on Maghreb issues.
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Libyan Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, head of the Libyan National Army, leaves the main building of 
Russia’s Foreign Ministry after a meeting with the Russian minister of Foreign Affairs in Moscow, on 
November 29th.                (AFP)

King Mohammed VI of Morocco (L) stands with Ethiopia’s Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn 
during his state visit to Ethiopia’s capital Addis Ababa, last November.                                                 (Reuters)
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Analysts argue that 
Haftar is likely to 
gain strength but 
also attract more 
animosity.

Haftar shares the 
Russian view that 
there is no 
democracy with the 
participation of 
Islamists.
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King Mohammed VI’s 
visit to Addis Ababa 
included the signing 
of a $3.7 billion deal.

Many Moroccan 
firms and banks have 
invested in sub-
Saharan Africa in the 
past few years.


