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Debate Maghreb
The US should not just watch North Africa slip into chaos

International rhetoric on Libya is more of the same

C
urbing US 
involvement 
abroad was a 
signal campaign 
promise of the 
new US adminis-
tration. Anything 
that smacked of 
nation-building 

drew the sharpest criticism. The 
appeal to many voters of such 
disengagement is understandable 
and the view is woven into an 
evolving foreign policy.

The problem is that the Ameri-
cans’ withdrawal will almost 
certainly foster a level of disorder 
likely to pull the United States back 
in later and at a greater cost, damag-
ing American interests that can only 
be advanced by peace and stability.

Nowhere is that more clearly the 
case than in North Africa. From 
Egypt to Morocco, the region’s 
countries are struggling with terror-
ism, radicalisation, socioeconomic 
stagnation, ineffective governance 
and corruption.

Obviously, building the resil-
ience of those societies must be an 
indigenous effort first and foremost 
but the role of the United States is 
indispensable in supporting local, 
regional and international efforts 
to break existing and prospective 
cycles of violence. Even where local 
actors are most effective in driving 
changes that deter extremism, they 
generally lack the capacity to do so 

without international support, the 
cornerstone of which comes from 
the United States.

Libya’s collapse illustrates how an 
internal violent conflict can affect 
regional and international security.

As multiple militias and factions 
vie for power in the absence of a 
working central government, a safe 
haven opened for terrorists fleeing 
Iraq and Syria, who join extrem-
ist groups in Libya. Although the 
Islamic State (ISIS) was largely sup-
pressed by recent military action, 
this diverse array of militants is 
establishing a pattern of operations 
that seems designed to expand their 
activities beyond Libya’s borders, 
posing a threat to US interests and 
counterterrorism efforts in Africa.

The lack of a focused US invest-
ment in Libyan politics, which 
predates the new administration, 
encourages Russia to bolster its 
existing diplomatic and military 
presence — and later, no doubt, an 
economic one. Just as Syria has 
provided a gateway for Russia’s re-
turn to the Middle East, Libya may 
open the way to North Africa. Last, 
but not least, the military conflict 
in Libya will add to uncertainty in 
energy markets for the foreseeable 
future.

More uncertainty could arise from 
developments in Egypt, the primary 
supplier of natural gas to American 
ally Jordan, and Algeria, the world’s 
18th largest oil producer. Both are 

on the verge of a metastatic instabil-
ity. A laissez-faire policy towards 
the two countries will help precipi-
tate their descent into communal 
violence. Expanding radicalisation, 
economic hardship and the divisive 
policies of authoritarian leaders are 
causing irreversible damage, fuel-
ling grudges and deepening vertical 
social fractures.

This offers a golden opportunity 
to ISIS and other extremists. The 
conditions are in some ways similar 
to Iraq in 2014 when grievances 
of many ordinary Iraqis bred the 
perception of ISIS as a valid alterna-
tive to a repressive government. 
Most Iraqis, of course, regretted 
tolerating ISIS but it was too late. 
The world is acknowledging the 
high price of ignoring early warn-
ings persistently conveyed by many 
experts, agencies and civil society 
organisations in 2012-14.

Tunisia has taken a more positive 
and constructive path than its North 
African peers. Certainly, the country 
faces colossal political, economic 
and social challenges that feed 
the scourge of home-grown and 
transnational terrorism. However, 
Tunisia’s unique example in the 
Middle East and North Africa of an 
indigenous national dialogue dif-
fusing a political crisis, as occurred 
in 2013, presents a model for how 
locally owned conflict-management 
mechanisms contribute to peace 
and security.

Likewise, Tunisia’s combined 
secular-Islamist government and 
parliament demonstrates the suc-
cess of inclusive political settle-
ments, a relevant lesson to coun-
tries in North Africa and beyond on 
how to manage political, religious 
or ethnic diversity. Consistent and 
generous support for Tunisia’s 
ailing economy is crucial to the 
country in maintaining its political 
direction and its efforts to counter 
violent extremism.

In a country where 1.4 million of 
the 3 million citizens under 25 years 
of age are out of school and work, 
it is little wonder that thousands of 
young people have joined extrem-
ist groups. Radicalisation is a social 
disease with multiple roots. It will 
take US leadership of an interna-
tional effort to support Tunisian 
strategies to cure it.

The challenge posed by North 
Africa’s instability and extremism 
leaves the United States with only 
one sound policy option to protect 
its interests: Increased, determined 
and steady political and economic 
support. The alternative is watching 
the region slip into chaos that may 
be impossible to reverse no matter 
what resources the Americans bring 
to bear.

Elie Abouaoun is the director 
of Middle East and North Africa 
programmes for the US Institute of 
Peace. He is based in Tunis.

L
ibya’s state of 
unrest was fully 
evident on March 
3rd, when fighting 
broke out between 
the Benghazi 
Defence Brigades 
and the forces of 
Field Marshall 

Khalifa Haftar’s Libyan National 
Army (LNA) in Libya’s oil crescent. 
Only a week later, clashes erupted 
in Tripoli between rival militias 
supporting and opposing the 
Government of National Accord 
(GNA), leaving the UN-backed 
government’s hold on Tripoli 
tenuous.

Fighting in the Gulf of Sidra 
surrounding Libya’s oil facilities 
demonstrated that Libya’s most 
valuable resource will continue to 
be a flashpoint of conflict in the 
divided country.

The international community is-
sued several statements in response 
to these developments. On March 
16th, the ambassadors of France, 
Italy, the United Kingdom and the 
United States released a joint state-
ment calling for an end to violence 
and “any action that could damage 
Libya’s infrastructure”.  The Arab 
League, the African Union, the 
European Union and the United 
Nations held a meeting to discuss 
the developments in Libya and is-
sued a joint communiqué on March 
18th condemning violence in the 
oil crescent and calling for dialogue 
and immediate de-escalation.

Days later, UN Special Represent-
ative Martin Kobler reiterated the 
quartet’s call to end the fighting.

Yet after the multiple crises and 
battles for power that have erupted 
in Libya since 2014, such statements 
have become stale reminders that 
international leadership is critically 
absent.

In September 2016, Haftar and 
his army took over the strategic 
oil ports in Libya’s Gulf of Sidra 
before later agreeing to allow the 
National Oil Corporation to control 
oil production and access oil rev-
enues. In response to the incident, 
a number of Western and regional 
powers, including Italy, France, the 
United Kingdom, the United States, 
the United Nations, the European 
Union, the Arab League and the Af-
rican Union, issued a joint commu-
nique expressing support for Libya’s 
political agreement that established 
the GNA and calling for an end to 
the violence and “provocative ac-
tions”.

However, much of the statement 
rang hollow due to self-interested 
moves by several of these external 
actors.

Both the joint statement on 
March 16th and the quartet commu-
niqué on March 18th emphasised 
the importance of granting full 
control of Libya’s oil facilities to the 
National Oil Corporation. They also 
highlighted the need for dialogue 
among different parties in Libya and 
the importance of reaching an inclu-
sive, negotiated settlement. Under-
pinning both of these responses was 
stated support for the implementa-
tion of the Libyan political agree-
ment as the way forward for the 
country.

While positive in principle, such 
rhetoric appears meaningless in the 
face of increasingly dire conditions 
on the ground. Today, any possibil-
ity of an agreement or constructive 
dialogue between the east and the 
west of the country appears all the 
more distant.  The eastern House 
of Representatives, which backs 
Haftar, and the UN-backed GNA led 

by Fayez al-Sarraj, has withdrawn 
from negotiations with Tripoli. The 
west remains divided among rival 
militias, further weakening Sarraj’s 
government.

The concept of inclusivity seems 
completely divorced from reality. 
While the National Oil Corporation 
has said that it expects to retain 
full control over operations at the 
ports in the oil crescent following 
the recent clashes, fighting is likely 
to continue in the area surrounding 
the oil installations.

The international community is 
in need of fresh thinking and action. 
Only that can help address the chal-
lenges posed by continuing instabil-
ity in Libya. Kobler has repeatedly 
stressed that the responsibility to 
end the country’s violence “lies 
first and foremost with the Libyans 
themselves”.

Still, the international community 
is not without blame. It is well-doc-
umented that several international 
actors have been “playing both 
sides” by rhetorically supporting 
the GNA while also lending some 

support to Haftar.
US leadership has fallen to the 

wayside. The United States is the 
only country capable of pushing 
external actors to cease support 
for proxies in Libya and pressuring 
all sides to come to an agreement.  
However, the Trump administration 
shows no indication of assuming 
such a role. The United States’ veto 
of former Palestinian prime minis-
ter Salam Fayyad to replace Kobler 
did nothing to help the legitimacy 
of UN efforts in Libya.

During a recent visit to Washing-
ton, Italian Foreign Minister Ange-
lino Alfano urged the international 
community to view Libya as a top 
priority for global security. Unfor-
tunately, international rhetoric has 
not been backed up by action. As 
the situation in Libya continues to 
worsen, the level of prioritisation 
and leadership needed to tackle the 
crisis is lacking.

Elissa Miller is an assistant director 
at the Atlantic Council’s Rafik Hariri 
Center for the Middle East.
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The lack of a 
focused US 
investment in 
Libyan politics 
encourages 
Russia to bolster 
its presence.

Libya’s most 
valuable 
resource will 
continue to be 
a flashpoint of 
conflict.

Missing leadership. Fayez al-Sarraj, president of the Presidency Council of the Government of 
National Accord of Libya (L) talks with Italian Interior Minister Marco Minniti (C) and Prime Minister 
Paolo Gentiloni during a meeting in Rome, on March 20th.                                                                                                         (Reuters)


