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Should there 
be a will to 
introduce such 
vital economic 
reforms, there 
would be no 
shortage of 
possibilities.

European 
willingness 
to work with 
Haftar seems 
to reflect an 
anticipation of 
a larger role for 
the strongman.

Debate Libya
Economic reforms are key to stability in Libya

EU falling short on Libya

L
ibya is facing a 
number of intracta-
ble problems that 
make the idea of a 
workable state 
nearly irrelevant. 
Among them, two 
essential problems 

directly affecting the lives of Liby-
ans and the future of the country: 
Chronic insecurity and the 
abysmal state of the economy.

By the end of the armed uprising 
of February 2011, manifestations of 
these two problems were appar-
ent but the successive bodies and 
institutions that were supposed 
to ensure the functioning of the 
state in Libya failed to implement 
appropriate corrective and protec-
tive measures, leading to a serious 
worsening of the situation.

Libyans are living a nightmare. 
They fear for their safety and that 
of their families. They lack basic 
goods and services. Deprived of a 
central administration, the country 
is a mess.

Different institutions and bodies, 
pretending to be in command, did 
nothing to prevent the interruption 
of exports of oil, Libya’s main ex-
port and backbone of its economy. 
The situation continued until the 
Libyan National Army took control 
of the oil installations and handed 
them over to the National Oil 
Company.

The Libyan currency is seriously 
faltering and the parallel economy 
flourishing. Trafficking in people 
and goods has become a common 
practice.

Reform-minded Libyans suggest 
that emergency economic meas-
ures be introduced after minimum 
security conditions are established. 
I would argue instead that appro-
priate economic reforms are the 
best means of ensuring security.

The assumption behind this 
argument is that lack of economic 
opportunity is at the root of in-
creased violence against people 
and property. It also explains why 
some join terrorist militias and 
others follow the desperate course 
of illegal immigration. It is only 
when Libya deals with the econo-
my that insecurity will gradually 
disappear.

Libya has a small population 
— about 6 million — in a huge 
territory — 1.7 million sq. km. In 
such a context, quick remedies to 
the economic crisis are possible. 
One can begin with the following 
emergency reforms:

— Fix the exchange rate of the 
Libyan dinar for the transition pe-
riod of three years. The official rate 
should be lowered 50% to encour-
age citizens to return the cash from 
the banking institutions to the 
market and thus solve the current 
liquidity crisis.

— Implement infrastructure 
projects by commissioning private 
sector companies locally and from 
abroad. Priority should be given to 
projects — such as airports, roads, 
sanitation, and electricity — that 
have the greatest effect on improv-
ing citizens’ lives. Related sectors 
such as commerce and transporta-
tion will thrive in tandem with the 
implementation of the projects.

— The military production could 
be commissioned to produce 

durable consumer goods. One can 
learn from experiences in other 
countries. In the Libyan context, 
this would have the added value of 
providing jobs to demobilised mili-
tia members who can be recruited 
as unarmed reserve forces.

— Engage in a complete overhaul 
of the energy sector by creating de-
mand for consumer products and 
providing attractive investment 
opportunities for private capital in 
the sector.

— Create a mixed public-private 
sector that will take charge of 
creating and managing heavy in-
dustries such as cement, steel and 
petrochemicals. These industries 
would be run on the basis of mod-
ern market-driven business models 
and set standards for efficiency in 
the public sector and help develop 
a modern private sector.

— Start creating and implement-
ing modern economic projects 
such as free trade zones, renewable 
energies and specialised agricultur-
al projects. To encourage foreign 

investment and participation in the 
projects, appropriate legislation 
and policies must be created.

— Encourage the creation of 
small and medium-sized business 
projects by providing capital, mar-
kets and training.

These programmes and meas-
ures can be financed through the 
issuance of government bonds, 
both local and international, that 
would constitute an extra source of 
income to be added to oil and gas 
revenues and foreign reserves. Ap-
propriate measures and regulations 
would be needed to carry out the 
economic reforms but should there 
be a will to introduce such vital 
economic reforms, there would be 
no shortage of possibilities.

Libyans, more than anybody 
else, have the necessary knowl-
edge and skills to put their country 
back on track.

Mustafa Salheen el-Huni is the 
former first vice-president of the 
Libyan transitional council.

L
ibya took centre 
stage recently as 
Europe addressed 
the migration crisis 
in the Mediterra-
nean. On February 
2nd, Italy and Libya 
signed a memoran-

dum of understanding to step up 
cooperation to counter migration. 
The next day European leaders 
met in Malta to address the influx 
of people along the central 
Mediterranean route and the 
European Council issued conclu-
sions following up on the Malta 
declaration on migration.

These declarations and state-
ments are unlikely to effectively 
address the flow of migrants from 
Libya or the dismal conditions they 
face in the country. They do reflect 
continued efforts by Western actors 
to safeguard their interests regard-
ing Libya rather than address the 
core problems in the country.

The Malta declaration is, first 
and foremost, aimed at protecting 
Europe’s borders from the influx of 
migrants. On the eve of the summit 
in Malta, EU Council President Don-
ald Tusk said the goal of stopping 
the flow of migrants and preventing 
them from remaining on Europe’s 
shores was “within reach”.

The Malta declaration aims to 
prevent departures of migrants 
from Libya and return those res-
cued at sea to the country. As part 
of the declaration, the European 
Union planned to prioritise training 
of and support for the Libyan Coast 
Guard and the European Com-
mission will release $214 million 
in funding for migration projects 

related to Libya. In reality, this plan 
to disrupt migration condemns 
migrants to inhumane conditions in 
detention centres in Libya.

International agencies, includ-
ing the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) and the Inter-
national Organisation for Migration 
(IOM) have documented such facili-
ties. Both warned against “migra-
tion management based on the 
automatic detention of refugees and 
migrants in inhumane conditions in 
Libya” ahead of the Malta summit.

The Malta declaration prioritises 
working with the two agencies to 
ensure “adequate reception ca-
pacities and conditions in Libya for 
migrants”. The European Council 
on February 6th urged Libyan 
authorities to “redouble their ef-
forts to improve the protection 
and promotion of human rights, 
especially in migrant detention cen-
tres”. Although well-intentioned, 
these statements do not reflect 
reality, as the capacity of the Libyan 
authorities to tackle migration 
and improve detention facilities is 
severely lacking.

Both the Malta declaration and 
the council’s conclusions express 
support for Libya’s Presiden-
tial Council and Government of 
National Accord (GNA) and the 
agreement between Italy and Libya 
was signed by GNA head Fayez 
al-Sarraj. However, the authority 
of the Tripoli-based government 
has become increasingly fragile 
and is imperilled by opposition 
from eastern-backed Field Marshal 
Khalifa Haftar.

Even if the European Union 
steps up training for the Libyan 

Coast Guard, it is unlikely the GNA 
has the capacity to implement 
the memorandum of understand-
ing with Italy or cooperate fully 
with the European Union. Unsur-
prisingly, Haftar’s camp, which 
has refused to recognise Sarraj’s 
government, said it did not have 
legitimate authority to sign the deal 
with Italy.

Despite the rhetoric in support of 
the GNA, the commitment of key 
European actors to the UN-backed 
body is unclear. The council’s 
conclusions emphasised the need 
for dialogue and a negotiated set-
tlement in Libya, noting that “there 
can be no military solution to the 
conflict”. Indeed, a negotiated 
agreement between the GNA and 
Haftar is necessary but it would 
be dangerous to elevate Haftar’s 
role while he refuses to recognise 
the GNA, as it would threaten the 
integrity of the UN-backed process 
that is still, at least nominally, sup-
ported by the international com-
munity.

Unfortunately, that appears to 
be what is happening. On Febru-
ary 6th, the Italian ambassador to 
Libya reportedly had “useful” talks 
in Tobruk, while Italy’s Foreign 
minister underlined the need for 
Haftar to have a role in any political 
settlement in Libya. Similarly, Brit-
ish Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson 
emphasised the need to “make sure 
Haftar is in some way integrated 
into the government of Libya”.

Italy has reportedly expressed 
willingness to work with Russia 
in Libya. Haftar has been courting 
Russia for support and has said 
Moscow will seek to end the UN 

arms embargo on Libya.
Notably, the European Council’s 

conclusions said the European 
Union “stands ready to amend its 
restrictive measures as necessary 
to help support peace, stability and 
security in Libya”, which could 
be in reference to the embargo. 
However, its end would exacerbate 
the crisis and push the country into 
further instability.

European willingness to work 
with Haftar seems to reflect an 
anticipation of a larger role for the 
strongman and uncertainty over 
the direction of US policy towards 
Libya. Many have suggested that 
the Trump administration could 
move to support Haftar in Libya as 
opposed to the weakened GNA.

Ultimately, EU efforts at stem-
ming migration from Libya will be 
hampered by a lack of capacity on 
the part of Libyan authorities and 
continued international manoeu-
vring in the country that weakens 
the credibility of those authorities. 
There can be no protection for 
migrants in North Africa without 
political stability in Libya.

However, Europe appears more 
focused on protecting its own 
borders and hedging its bets for 
influence in Libya. On Febru-
ary 8th, EU Foreign Affairs chief 
Federica Mogherini referenced “the 
beginning of a new era between 
the European Union and Libya”. 
Regrettably, the reality seems to 
reflect more of the same instability 
and pursuit of self-interest.
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at the Atlantic Council’s Rafik Hariri 
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A 2016 file picture shows Libyans waiting to withdraw money from an automated teller machine 
(ATM) outside a bank in the capital Tripoli.                                                                                                                                                               (AFP)


