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News & Analysis A Russian role in Libya?

Barcelona

A 

new power structure is 
emerging in the Middle 
East as Russia uses its 
intervention in Syria to 
position itself as an im-

portant partner for regional pow-
ers as diverse and opposed to each 
other as Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Israel 
and Iran.

In North Africa, Algeria and Egypt 
are indulging in a form of heavy lift-
ing that pushes the United States 
and the European Union to the side-
lines. Some observers will welcome 
these changes, others will deplore 
them. Nobody can dispute that 
the European Union’s and United 
States’ capacity to shape policy in 
the region is declining fast.

Algeria, Tunisia and Egypt have 
a common interest in breaking the 
impasse in Libya as violence in the 
country since the death of Muam-
mar Qaddafi risks spilling over the 
border. It already has in spectacular 
fashion in Tunisia with the attack 
on the southern town of Ben Guer-
dane last winter and on the attempt 
to torch the Algeria gas field of 
Tiguentourine four years ago.

Matters worsened when Tuaregs 
from northern Mali, who had long 
served Qaddafi, returned to their 
country armed with weapons sto-
len from Libyan arms dumps and 
nearly toppled the regime in Mali.

Whatever the goodwill of the 
UN special envoy to Libya and the 
European Union’s backing of the 
Government of National Accord in 
the west, the fact that control of 
eastern Libya rests essentially with 
Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar means 

a confrontation between the two 
halves of Libya remains a major risk 
that the country’s neighbours want 
to avoid. Nor do they wish to be-
come hostage to power games ini-
tiated from outside the region and 
that they feel are not amicable to 
their interests.

Russia has entered the fray in 
Libya, where it had docking rights 
in the eastern port of Benghazi at 
the time of Qaddafi. Haftar twice 
visited Moscow last year and was 
recently invited on board the air-
craft carrier Admiral Kouznetsov, 
which was making  its way back 
to Russia from Syria. While on the 
ship, Haftar had a videoconference 
with Russian Defence Minister Ser-
gei Shoigu.

Although Russia said it remains 
committed to the UN arms embargo 
on Libya, this show of support for 
Haftar comes when his enemies 
are weakening. It sends a rebuke 
to Western powers which, after 
brokering the fall of the former dic-
tator, have been incapable of pre-
venting Libya’s slide into chaos

Algeria and Egypt, at least since 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi took power, 
have no objection to the Russians 
playing a role in the region. Algeria 
was very upset in 2011 as its warn-
ings to Paris, London and Wash-
ington about the likely outcome 
of their intervention in Libya were 
treated with contempt.

Further evidence of Russia’s pro-
jecting itself as a major player came 
when the Qatar Investment Author-
ity decided to invest $5 billion in 
the Russian oil company Rosneft 
PJSC as part of a $10.6 billion deal 
that included Glencore Plc.

A significant part of Qatar’s in-
vestment portfolio remains in the 
United States where it is commit-

ted to investing $35 billion over the 
next five years.

Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin 
Hamad al-Thani has decided to 
hedge his bets. His decision to in-
vest in Rosneft was taken as Rus-
sian warplanes bombarded Aleppo 
where the countries were on differ-
ent sides of the Syria divide.

The strong Russian backing for 
Syrian President Bashar Assad has 
left the countries that had funded 
and armed the Islamist rebels — Qa-
tar, Turkey and Saudi Arabia — in 
the lurch. Turkey has moved much 
closer to its erstwhile enemy Russia 
recently and Qatar has followed in 
its footsteps.

Russia has long suspected Qa-
tar of supporting militant Islamist 

groups in Syria, a suspicion shared 
by many Western observers, and 
in Chechnya. The emir no doubt 
remembers that Russian agents as-
sassinated Chechen rebel leader Ze-
limkhan Yandarbiyev in the Qatari 
capital, Doha, in 2004.

Another sign that the times are 
changing is Qatar’s backtracking on 
pledges made to clean up its act on 
human rights after it won the right 
to host the 2022 FIFA World Cup. It 
hardly bothers to pay lip service to 
them today. Human Rights Watch 
recently pointed out that changes 
to the labour law that took effect 
in 2016 will not “protect migrant 
workers from the serious abuses 
that characterise Qatar’s construc-
tion industry and other low paid 

sectors of its economy”.
The rise of Russia and populist 

parties in the West and Donald 
Trump’s accession to the White 
House — have emboldened Qatar 
to discard any promises it made to 
reform its labour laws. It is also en-
couraging regional powers to play a 
stronger role in mediating in North 
African and Middle Eastern con-
flicts.

In view of the dismal Western 
record in the region in recent dec-
ades, the latter development might 
not be such a bad thing even if the 
former can only be deplored.
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A May 2016 file picture shows a Libyan demonstrator holding an image of Field Marshal Khalifa 
Haftar during a protest in the eastern coastal city of Benghazi .                                                                     (AFP)

A confrontation 
between the two 
halves of Libya 
remains a major risk.

Algeria and Egypt 
have no objection to 
the Russians playing 
a role in the region.

Russia increasingly taking sides in Libya

F
resh from its successes 
in Syria, Russia is 
turning its attention to 
another country riven 
by the “Arab spring” — 
Libya.

The Russian Navy hosted 
Libyan National Army (LNA) Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar on board 
its Admiral Kuznetsov aircraft 
carrier, which is returning to 
northern Russia following a 
deployment in Syria. On January 
11th, Haftar inspected an honour 
guard, watched flight operations 
by the ship’s Sukhoi Su-33 fighter 
jets and spoke via video link with 
Russian Defence Minister Sergei 
Shoigu.

The gesture was hardly sponta-
neous. Haftar visited Russia last 
June to discuss a number of 
issues, including possible weap-
ons deliveries, with Shoigu and 
Russian Security Council Secre-
tary Nikolai Patrushev. Three 
months later, Haftar requested 
that Russia end its arms embargo 
and supply weapons and military 
equipment to his forces, deliver-
ing his request to Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin and Shoigu 
via his special representative 
Abdelbaset al-Badri, then serving 
as Libya’s ambassador to Saudi 
Arabia.

When asked whether he was 
promised arms during his follow-
up November visit to Russia, 
Haftar coyly said Moscow had told 
him weapons “can arrive only 
once the (UN) embargo ends” but 

that he was assured that “Putin 
will undertake to revoke it”.

Haftar’s interest in Russian 
armaments has apparently moved 
from rhetoric to reality. A January 
16th report in Al-Arab newspaper 
stated that, while on the Admiral 
Kuznetsov, Haftar signed a 
contract with the Russian govern-
ment for $2 billion in weaponry 
for his self-proclaimed army.

For the international commu-
nity, which supports the Tripoli-
based Government of National 
Accord (GNA), the key question is 
whether Russia’s deepening 
involvement in Libya will help 
pacify the country or increase its 
division. As long as Haftar 
believes he has the unconditional 
support of Russia and possibly of 
the new administration in the 
United States, he will not have any 
interest in taking part in political 
negotiations being brokered by 
the United Nations, which 

supports the GNA.
For its part, Russia sees political 

stabilisation in the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) region as 
an integral component in its own 
struggle with terrorism. On 
January 16th Patrushev stated 
that in 2016 Russia prevented 
more than 900 foreign terrorists 
from entering the country and 
that the threat had increased 
because of not only continuing 
unrest in Syria but also due to the 
developments in Iraq, Libya and 
Afghanistan. Russia notes 
approvingly that Haftar, backed 
by Egypt, is seeking to exclude 
Islamists from political negotia-
tions while pursuing the inde-
pendence of the military from 
government control.

At the onset of the “Arab spring” 
in 2011, Russia took a cautious 
back seat when NATO, backed by 
several Middle Eastern powers, 
deployed air power to depose 

dictator Muammar Qaddafi. 
Moscow quickly came to regret its 
neutrality; in April that year, Putin 
described the NATO bombing 
campaign as a “medieval call for a 
crusade”. Since then, Russia has 
watched from the sidelines as the 
country slid into civil war before 
developing its relationship with 
Haftar.

Russia’s Syrian intervention and 
growing involvement in Libya 
dovetail with the government’s 
foreign-policy agenda, promul-
gated in 2013 and then codified in 
December. It notes: “The growing 
threat of international terrorism is 
one of the most dangerous 
realities in today’s world. The 
spread of extremist ideology and 
the activity of terrorist groups in a 
number of regions (primarily, in 
the Middle East and North Africa) 
are the result of systemic develop-
ment problems that globalisation 
processes have laid bare.”

Reduced to its essence, an 
imperfect centralised government 
is preferable to a power vacuum 
that allows extremism to flourish. 
It is this rationale that underpins 
Moscow’s Middle Eastern policies.

Moscow’s stance may soon put 
it at loggerheads with many 
Western powers, with both the 
United States and European Union 
having granted diplomatic 
recognition to the GNA, some-
thing Russia has refused to do. 
Given Haftar’s policy of denying 
Islamists political participation, it 
seems likely that he will enjoy 
Russian support for the foresee-
able future.
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Moscow’s stance may soon put it 
at loggerheads with many 
Western powers. A 2017 photo shows the Admiral Kuznetsov aircraft carrier during its mission in 

the eastern Mediterranean Sea.                                                                                              (AP)


