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Rare meeting between Libyan
rivals reflects changed dynamic

Tunis

T 

he United Arab Emirates 
has succeeded in bring-
ing together the heads of 
Libya’s rival camps in a 
remarkable confirmation 

of the shift of power and change of 
winds away from the Islamist resur-
gence of the Arab region.

In a display of growing regional 
influence, the UAE nudged Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar, Libya’s 
eastern military commander and 
Fayez al-Sarraj, the head of its UN-
backed government in Tripoli to 
backtrack from a political blind al-
ley and meet May 2 in Abu Dhabi. 
It was the first such meeting in 16 
months.

During the 2-hour meeting, the 
two leaders are said to have agreed 
to hold presidential and legislative 
elections no later than March 2018. 
Both sides are also said to have re-

committed to the Libyan Political 
Agreement (LPA) brokered by the 
United Nations in 2015.

A Twitter posting by Mattia Toal-
do, a Libya researcher at the Europe-
an Council on Foreign Relations, in-
dicated the Abu Dhabi talks “could 
be the beginning of a new strategy 
by Haftar based on ‘integration’ in 
LPA & running in elections.”

Such a meeting would have been 
unthinkable just a few weeks ago. 
Sarraj was widely seen in Libya as 
the head of a loose alliance domi-
nated by Islamist groups and mili-
tias and Haftar was perceived as an 
anti-Islamist military commander.

Libya’s powerful neighbours, 

Algeria and Egypt, as well as West-
ern powers have for months been 
pushing the two men to meet and 
commit to a political solution to 
ending Libya’s conflict. However, 
Haftar spurned proposals to meet 
Sarraj. Even Egypt, which is one of 
the main backers of Haftar, failed to 
push the two men together.

Haftar’s high profile on the world 
stage highlights the sea change that 
has taken place in the region since 
the “Arab spring,” when Haftar’s 
Islamist opponents enjoyed the fa-
vours of the US Obama administra-
tion, which regarded Haftar as an 
indicator of the region returning to 
strongman rule.

However, since Donald Trump be-
came US president and Russian in-
volvement increased across the re-
gion, Haftar’s forces have advanced 
in their campaign to free Benghazi, 
Libya’s second largest city, from Is-
lamists after years of assassinations 
and anarchy.

The United Arab Emirates voiced 
optimism that a political settlement 

could be reached in Libya after the 
meeting between Haftar and Sarraj 
and warned that foreign interfer-
ence would derail the process to-
wards ending the conflict.

European powers and Arab neigh-
bours of Libya shared the Emirates’ 
assessment of the outcome of the 
meeting.

The meeting “brings opti-
mism towards guaranteeing a 
political solution,” said the UAE  
Foreign Ministry.

It is an “important step to push 
forward the political process in Lib-
ya,” it added, in a statement carried 
by the official WAM news agency.

“The international community 
has the responsibility to avoid creat-
ing and amplifying divisions in Lib-
ya and to work instead to encourage 
the Libyans to come together and 
cooperate,” the ministry said.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Unemployment and extremism top concerns of Arab youth

Tunis

W 

idespread unem-
ployment and ex-
tremism are per-
ceived to be the 
greatest obstacles 

to progress in the Middle East, a re-
cently released report has shown.

In the survey, which looked at 
attitudes among 18- to 24-year-
olds from 16 countries across the 
Middle East and North Africa, un-
employment and extremism were 
perceived to be greater threats to 
progress than what had typically 
been considered pan-Arab issues, 
such as the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict and a lack of regional cohesion. 
Respondents from Iraq, Algeria, 
Bahrain, the Palestinian territories 
and Lebanon all reported concerns 
over unemployment ahead of other 
issues.

The survey was conducted be-
tween February 7 and March 7 
by Dubai-based ASDA’A Burson-
Marsteller and was the ninth such 

study in the series. Approximately 
3,500 young people, split equally 
between the sexes, were inter-
viewed face-to-face in 16 countries. 
The countries were then grouped 
into three areas — the Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC), North Africa 

and the Levant and Yemen.
Among other surprises, the results 

highlighted a potential shift from 
regional to individual concerns, 
with queries charting respondents’ 
relationship with government indi-
cating an overwhelming sense that 

the needs of youth were overlooked 
by policymakers.

Regional schisms were also pre-
sent, with 80% of respondents 
from the GCC reporting feeling 
confident their educations had 
equipped them for the modern 
workplace, compared to one-third 
of respondents from North Africa, 
the Levant and Yemen who were 
satisfied their education prepared 
them for jobs of the future.

However, the most dramatic di-
vide lay in young people’s attitudes 
towards the future, with only the 
six GCC countries reporting a clear 
majority of respondents who said 
they thought their best days were 
in front of them, ahead of North Af-
rica, the Levant and Yemen.

Also recorded was the increased 
sense of hostility towards the Unit-
ed States and, specifically, to Don-
ald Trump’s administration with 
the new president scoring the low-
est popularity rating of the three 
presidents elected since 2000, in-
cluding George W. Bush.

Some of the other conclusions 
drawn by the survey takers in-
cluded: The UAE being the country 

where most young Arabs would 
like to live or at least have their 
country emulate; the Islamic State 
has grown weaker over the last 
year; anti-American views have 
increased, with Russia now being 
seen as the region’s principal inter-
national ally.

Despite taking pride in the Arabic 
language, most young adults who 
participated in the survey said they 
were increasingly using English in 
their daily lives. Most respondents 
said Facebook was their principal 
source of daily news.

Simon Speakman Cordall is a 
section editor with The Arab 
Weekly.
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New phase. Libya’s UN-backed Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj (L) poses with 
Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar in Abu Dhabi, on May 2.                                               (AP)

Split views. A man walks past a graffiti painted on a wall in the 
Lebanese capital Beirut.                                                                           (AFP)

Simon Speakman Cordall

The results 
highlighted a 
potential shift 
from regional to 
individual concerns.

P6

P2

Preventing chemical 
attacks in Syria

Tough words from 
Saudi prince

Searching  for the 
Lebanese Senate

Pope’s visit boosts 
morale of Egypt’s 
Christians

Could reconstruction 
issues trigger a new 
Iraqi insurgency?

P7

P4

P10

P3

P9

Daniel M. Gerstein

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Makram Rabah

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Nazli Tarzi

Abu Dhabi International 
Book Fair P22

Saad Guerraoui, Gregory Aftandilian, Claude Salhani, Sami Moubayed, Yavuz Baydar, Roufan Nahhas, Mamoon Alabbasi, Elissa Miller, Nermeen Mufti 

The UAE has 
succeeded in 
bringing together 
the heads of Libya’s 
rival camps.


