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Libyan government
calls for foreign
intervention as
fighting spreads
Lamine Ghanmi
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ibya’s UN-backed government has appealed for
“urgent
intervention”
from the international
community to prevent
civil war as armed forces from Libya’s main rivals battle for control of
a key airbase.
Libya’s security situation has not
been helped by lack of progress in
mediation efforts by the country’s
neighbours while tensions over
North Korea and the war in Syria
have drawn US attention away
from Libya, political analysts said.
That could lead to Russia attempting to replicate its Syrian intervention in Libya, they said.

European powers
could be the ones
leaning towards an
intervention in
Libya, not the
United States.
Libyan political analyst
Khaled al-Gerboui

”

Clashes erupted April 12 after
Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, who
heads eastern Libyan factions but
has national ambitions, attacked
militias loyal to the UN-brokered
Government of National Accord
(GNA) to capture the Tamenhant
airbase.
The airbase is near Sabha, which
is a front line between Haftar’s National Libyan Army (NLA) and his

allies and the GNA’s loose alliance
of forces that include the powerful
Misrata militias.
“This sudden and unjustified
escalation… puts the country on
the brink of civil war,” GNA Prime
Minister Fayez al-Sarraj said in an
open letter to international organisations, including the United Nations, the European Union and the
Arab League.
Sarraj pleaded for “urgent intervention from the international
community to end the deterioration of the situation in southern
Libya.”
The call has proven controversial
in Libya, helping Haftar consolidate his political base, especially in
the east.
Libyans have been wary of foreign intervention since the 2011
NATO-backed uprising that ousted long-time dictator Muammar
Qaddafi, leaving the country without a central government and in
the hands of militias and authorities vying for control of the oil-rich
North African country.
Algerian security analyst Zine
Cherfaoui said: “At a time when the
world has eyes on the risks of global wars in Syria and North Korea,
Libya is slipping gradually into civil
war after the failure of the international community to reconcile
rival camps in Tripoli and eastern
Tobruk.”
“Both camps see the front-line
base as crucial for their strategies
to take the battles further to control Tripoli and seize main oil fields
and export terminals in the east,”
said Cherfaoui.
“Military experts interpret the
efforts by Haftar to take control of
Tamenhant as part of military ma-

Military option. Libyans demonstrate in support of eastern Libya’s troops commanded by military
strongman Khalifa Haftar, on March 17.
(AFP)
noeuvring to later besiege Tripoli
and defeat the GNA there,” said
Khider Cherif, an Algerian security
expert in Libya.
Libyan military analyst Milad
el-Mzoughi said Haftar’s forces
moved to take over the Tamenhant
airbase to “neutralise militias loyal
to the GNA and clear their threats
to seize again the oil terminals in
the east.”
Mzoughi argued that, if Haftar
controlled the base, it would help
his allies in the neighbouring region of Fezzan.
“Fezzan region is politically
linked to Tripoli, which is why the
GNA had pushed all its forces to defend the Tamenhant and Jufra bases. If the GNA loses the two bases it
loses control of the south,” he said.
The GNA, which was established
following a UN-brokered agreement in late 2015, has been unable
to assert its authority across Libya.
GNA Defence Ministry spokesman Mohamed al-Ghasri said the
GNA requested the international

community to establish a no-fly
zone in the south.
Ghasri was the commander of the
Misrata militias aligned with the
GNA during their battle to uproot
Islamic State (ISIS) fighters from
Sirte last year. During the 4-month
battle, the United States conducted
air strikes, British intelligence provided logistics support and Italy
stepped in with medical assistance.

Sarraj’s call for
foreign intervention
has proven
controversial, helping
Haftar consolidate his
political base.
The city was left in rubble, with
most ISIS fighters scattering into
other regions, including Tripoli,
Ghasri said.
The turmoil in Sirte is frequently
cited as a reason to reject foreign
intervention but analysts said there
were no signs of foreign military in-

tervention and that hopes for successful mediation in the conflict by
Libya’s neighbours were growing
dimmer, amplifying the risk of civil
war spreading from the front line
near Tamenhant.
“European powers could be the
ones leaning towards an intervention in Libya, not the United States,
because of the pressures to defend
European interests in Libya,” said
Libyan political analyst Khaled alGerboui.
The Tobruk-based parliament
rejected the call for international
military intervention, describing it
as a violation of Libyan sovereignty.
Sarraj’s call was also the source of
concern among Libya’s neighbours.
“Is Sarraj blind to the dangers
his call represents for Libya and its
neighbours?” asked Algerian daily
L’Expression, which is close to
the Algerian presidency. “No one,
whether Libya or its neighbours,
would be served by military adventure replacing the option of political dialogue.”

Escalation in Libya’s south could be harbinger of worse things to come
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ighting erupted in
southern Libya as Field
Marshal Khalifa
Haftar’s Libyan
National Army (LNA)
attempted to seize the
Tamenhant airbase on the
outskirts of Sebha from militia
forces from Misrata loyal to the
UN-backed Government of
National Accord (GNA).
The clashes between the major
factions vying for power in Libya
are indicative of the potential for
dangerous and rapid escalation in
the conflict.
The offensive on the airbase is
the latest attempt by Haftar to
expand his forces’ control over the
country and weaken the GNA.
There have been numerous
reports of air strikes and ground
clashes resulting in casualties and
death on both sides.
Complicating the situation,
forces loyal to former Prime
Minister Khalifa al-Ghawi — who
seized several ministries in Tripoli
earlier this year in a push against
the GNA — have reportedly joined
the fight against Haftar’s army.
Haftar claims that Tamenhant
was used as a base for the Benghazi Defence Brigades (BDB),
which seized key Libyan oil terminals in the Gulf of Sidra from his
army in March. GNA Prime
Minister Fayez al-Sarraj denied
any links to BDB’s offensive on
the army’s position at the

The danger is that Libya will
surpass the “brink” and Sarraj’s
warning of civil war will become
reality.

oil facilities.
This latest move by Haftar may
indicate a belief that, after
retaking the oil facilities in March,
he can seize the Tamenhant
airbase and erode the GNA’s
support in the south before
setting his sights on Tripoli.
However, this would be misguided.
Haftar was only able to reclaim
the oil facilities after receiving air
support from the outside. He does
not have the military capability to
take control over the entire
country and it is not clear that his
international sponsors would
commit to such an effort.
Despite the weakness of the
UN-backed parliament, Misratan
militias in the south are unlikely
to abandon the GNA in favour of
Haftar.
In reality, there is no military
solution to the conflict in Libya.
Further escalation will only
produce more violence.
However, as long as the international community remains on the
sidelines in Libya and implicitly
allows certain heavyweights to
lend military support to proxy
actors on the ground, clashes like
those surrounding Tamenhant
will continue and will likely
worsen. Absent unified international action to make clear to all
parties in Libya that military
action is not the way forward,
Haftar will continue his efforts to
consolidate power.
Notably, the violence in the
south prompted a warning from
Sarraj that the country is “on the
brink of civil war.” In a letter to
the United Nations, the European
Union, the Arab League, the

African Union and the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation, Sarraj
called urgently for the international community to intervene “to
end the deterioration of the
situation” in the south. He added
that his government would
“support all decisions to re-establish security and stability in
Libya.”
The move by Sarraj reflects the
fact that the international
community cannot simply sit back
and watch Libya unravel. This was
not the first time that Sarraj has
called on the international
community for help; in February,
he sent a formal request to NATO
to help build up Libya’s security
and defence systems.
While progress in these sectors
and Libya’s transition more
generally have been slow and
painful, Sarraj was correct when
he said that the fighting in the
south “threatens everything that
has been achieved on the path of
national reconciliation and
stability in Libya.” The outbreak of
a fully fledged civil war would
condemn Libya to further deterioration, threaten the country’s
fragile neighbouring countries
and leave Europe with a failed
state on its doorstep.
Unfortunately, Sarraj’s call for
international intervention is
unlikely to have any major effect.
UN leadership is severely weakened. The European Union seems
interested in Libya only insofar as
migration stemming from North
Africa is considered a security
threat. Different members in the
Arab League support opposing
sides in Libya’s conflict, and
neither the African Union nor the

As long as
the international community remains on the
sidelines,
clashes will
continue.

Organisation of Islamic Cooperation have played a significant role.
Still, key international actors
certainly recognise the danger of
violence in the south. A statement
by the ambassadors to Libya of the
UN Security Council’s permanent
members warned of renewed
conflict, called for de-escalation
and reiterated commitment to the
UN-sponsored Libyan Political
Agreement. The European Union
called for an end to clashes that
endanger the country’s political
process. France, which has
important interests in the south of
Libya, independently issued a
similar statement.
Until now, this has been the
pattern in Libya: Escalation leads
to international statements calling
for an end to violence and stating
support for the toothless UN-led
negotiation process. This cycle
seems to be playing out as fighting
escalates in southern Libya. The
danger is that Libya will surpass
the “brink” and Sarraj’s warning
of civil war will become reality.
For that reason, the international community would do well
to seriously heed his call. Unfortunately, US President Donald
Trump’s comments that he does
not see a role for the United States
in Libya does not inspire confidence. Still, this pattern of
escalation and international
rhetoric must eventually break.
Based on the current conditions,
when this happens, it may very
well be for the worse.
Elissa Miller is an assistant
director at the Atlantic Council’s
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East.

