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U 

nder increasing pres-
sure to stem illegal 
migration, German 
Chancellor Angela Mer-
kel travelled to North 

Africa to discuss migration and de-
velopment issues with leaders in 
Tunisia and Egypt.

The trip in early March seems to 
be largely a success for Merkel, who 
convinced Tunisia to accept 1,500 
failed asylum seekers and Egypt 
1,000 others and speed up their 
part of the deportation process.

In Egypt, Merkel offered tech-
nical assistance for the country’s 
border control and coast guard, 
which are struggling to contain an 
influx of illegal migrants and terror 
threats. Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi said Egypt is home 
to 5 million refugees and Germany 
fears many could be headed to Eu-
rope.

“Human traffickers are trying 
to open a new route to Europe 
through Egypt,” Merkel said at a 
news conference with Sisi. “We 
need to end this.”

In exchange, Merkel pledged 
hundreds of millions of dollars in 
financial assistance with about 
$528 million for economic pro-
grammes in Egypt and nearly $264 

million to development projects in 
Tunisia.

Analysts said Merkel’s trip was 
likely an attempt to boost popular-
ity ahead of September elections in 
Germany.

“Merkel’s party is facing criti-
cism for their open-door policy,” 
said Aymen Briki, a doctoral stu-
dent in law and geopolitics at the 
University of Sousse who focuses 
on Tunisia-Germany relations. 
“For her, this is a sign of strength.”

Germany’s open-door policy has 
been under scrutiny since close to 
900,000 immigrants poured into 
the European country in 2015. 
Backlash over the policy intensi-
fied in December when a Tunisian 
migrant, Anis Amri, drove a truck 
through a crowded Christmas mar-
ket, killing 12 and injuring 56.

Amri’s asylum request had been 
turned down by German authori-
ties but he was unable to be deport-
ed after Tunisia failed to recognise 
him as a citizen.

The attack strained Germany’s 
relationship with Tunisia, which 
had grown closer since the 2011 rev-
olution. Germany has opened nu-
merous non-governmental organi-
sations and political foundations in 
Tunisia and there are about 30,000 
Tunisians living in Germany.

“After the attack, some German 
politicians called for halting funds 
to Tunisia until they are willing to 
take back failed asylum seekers,” 
said Paul Scheicher, who works at a 
German political foundation in Tu-
nis. “The German media said that 
both trips were designed to solve 
the migration issue.”

Whatever the motives, Merkel’s 
trip to Tunis was beneficial for both 
countries, Tunisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi noted.

“We have agreed with Tunisia 
to send back 1,500 Tunisians in 

Germany who have been refused 
(permission) to stay in Germany,” 
Merkel said at a news conference 
March 3rd in Tunis.

“We will also help Tunisia set up 
a registration system. Replacement 
passports are then meant to be is-
sued within one week,” she said.

One proposal left off the table 
during Merkel’s visits to Cairo and 
Tunis was the opening of refugee 
camps in the North African coun-
tries. While many have pushed for 
Egypt to establish a refugee camp 
similar to the one in Turkey in ex-
change for billions of dollars in 
support, Egypt has expressed un-
willingness to absorb the economic 
and potential security burden.

“Egypt fights terrorism in Sinai 
and on the border with Libya al-
ready,” said Amira al-Shanawany, a 
political science professor at Cairo 
University. “Terrorists can easily 
infiltrate these camps and pose a 

new challenge for the security ap-
paratus.”

“Refugees live among Egyptians, 
not in camps,” Sisi said at the news 
conference with Merkel.

Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed voiced similar concerns in 
February about a potential refugee 
camp. “Our democracy is too young 
and I don’t believe this can work or 
that there are the capabilities for 
setting up refugee camps,” he said.

“Europe in general is trying to 
outsource its border to North Af-
rica,” Scheicher noted.

However, during Merkel’s visit 
to Egypt, Sisi did sign a controver-
sial protocol that would allow the 
return of German pro-democracy 
groups in Egypt. In late 2011, some 
German non-governmental organi-
sations (NGOs) were forced out af-
ter being accused of financing the 
turmoil that followed the downfall 
of the Hosni Mubarak regime.

“I am very happy we were able 
to make progress with our political 
foundations,” Merkel said. “It is an 
important step on the way to more 
diversity in civil society.”

Some activists said such a deal 
would be a setback to Egyptian de-
mocracy and civil society.

“By signing such a protocol, Ger-
many signals its very narrow inter-
est in the work of its own NGOs,” 
said Gamal Eid, an Egyptian civil 
society activist. “As for other NGOs, 
they have nobody to defend them.”

Sisi said he hoped Merkel could 
breathe life into his country’s mori-
bund tourism industry. He took her 
on a tour of the Great Pyramids of 
Giza and dined a few minutes from 
the Sphinx.

Stephen Quillen reported from 
Tunis and Amr Emam from Cairo. 
Both are contributors to The Arab 
Weekly.
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Libya’s feuding forces battle for oil basin control

Tunis

L 

ibyan Field Marshal Khali-
fa Haftar suffered a major 
loss when Islamist militias 
pushed his forces away 
from two of Libya’s main 

oil terminals.
The attack by militias known 

as the Benghazi Defence Brigades 
(BDB) claimed effective control  of 
the oil terminals at Ras Lanuf and 
Sidra. The refineries had been un-
der Haftar’s control since Septem-
ber, when his forces swept through 
north-eastern Libya’s oil crescent 
and took control of areas in Zuei-
tina, Brega, Ras Lanuf and Sidra, 
undermining the UN-backed gov-
ernment in Tripoli.

With both sides pledging to hold 
their ground, a continuation of vio-
lence is expected.

“This is a war against the whole 
east region,” said Haftar’s military 
spokesman Colonel Ahmed Mis-
mari, who noted the attack includ-
ed tanks. “They will not win,” he 
said.

BDB commander Colonel Musta-
fa al-Sharkasi expressed similar re-
solve, saying: “Our fighters will free 
the other oil terminals. The battle 
will take time. We have other forces 
preparing to converge on Benghazi 
from other roads and free the city.”

Sharkasi’s fighters see themselves 
as spiritual sons of Sheikh Sadik 
al-Ghariani, Libya’s controversial 
grand mufti. Ghariani, whose radi-
cal politics, conservative propos-

als and support for organisations 
such as the Muslim Brotherhood 
and Ansar al-Sharia have made him 
popular among hard-line Islam-
ists, urged Islamist militias to take 
the fight to Haftar, calling him the 
“main evil”.

BDB has often followed his ad-
vice, bringing back memories of 
Libya Dawn — Islamist militias con-
nected to Ghariani. In August 2014, 
Libya Dawn forces began a similar 
military offensive, setting buildings 
on fire and forcing the country’s 
internationally recognised parlia-
ment to flee eastward as they took 
over Tripoli.

Libya’s elected parliament now 

backs Haftar, who has gained a 
reputation as a fiery anti-Islamist 
strongman.

Commanding the Libyan Nation-
al Army (LNA), Haftar has defeated 
jihadists and other Islamist groups 
in most of their eastern strong-
holds, including Benghazi. Howev-
er, his approach has threatened the 
country’s social fabric by politicis-
ing tribal elements in the east and 
displacing thousands of families.

BDB’s swift advance across Lib-
ya’s desert to key oil terminals has 
exposed the limits of Haftar’s pow-
er, as well as the shallowness of his 
alliance with the eastern tribes that 
were instrumental to his takeover 

in September.
Haftar’s military spokesman said 

the LNA is building up forces to 
overturn the Islamists’ victory but 
there is little evidence of that.

The LNA’s predicament could 
signify a turning point for Haftar, 
whom diplomats have privately de-
scribed as “stubborn” for refusing 
to negotiate with the UN-backed 
government of National Accord 
(GNA) in Tripoli. In February, Haf-
tar refused to meet with GNA Prime 
Minister Fayez al-Sarraj in Cairo.

However, without military sup-
port from Egypt, which Haftar has 
relied on in the past, a deal with the 
GNA might be his only option.

The GNA has experienced set-
backs of its own and international 
trust in the institution is wearing 
thin after nearly a year of being 
unable to change the situation on 
the ground. Adding to the GNA’s 
troubles was the arrival of battle-
hardened Islamic State militias to 
Sirte in February and the decision 
by other Islamist militias to reaf-
firm their loyalty to the rival gov-
ernment in Tripoli led by Islamist 
Khalifa al-Ghweil

Three of Libya’s Arab neigh-
bours — Egypt, Algeria and Tunisia 
— adopted a plan for dealing with 
Libya’s crisis in late February but, 
after the recent turmoil in the east, 
diplomats are awaiting Haftar’s 
next move.

Analysts in Libya blamed Haftar’s 
“narcissism” for the stalemate and 
said Sarraj’s ineffectiveness em-
boldened Islamist militias to attack 
the oil terminals.

“It is very clear that the escalat-

ing situation in the east involves 
clear goals to kill whatever glimmer 
of hope remains in bringing all Lib-
yans together in a single state,” said 
political analyst Said Ramadane.

Political writer Mohamed Ali Ma-
brouk said the violence in Libya’s 
eastern oil basin proved that “most 
political and military players have 
no domestic legitimacy and sup-
port”.

“The conflicting parties are play-
ing the roles their backers want 
them to play,” Mabrouk said. “They 
have no Libyan interests in their 
hearts and do not care about ordi-
nary Libyan’s concerns.”

Libya’s conflict is indeed mud-
dled and confusing. Despite Haf-
tar’s opposition to the GNA and 
zealous anti-Islamist stance, his 
supporters include prominent 
Western powers and conservative 
Salafist factions in the east.

In Libya’s maze of conflicting ide-
ologies and alliances, the distinc-
tion between terrorism, secular-
ism and radical Islam is difficult to 
grasp and, for foreign powers hop-
ing to forge peace, things are more 
difficult than ever.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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