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A possible breakthrough for Libya

Rival Libyan 
leaders hold 
meeting in Abu 
Dhabi to discuss 
settlement

T
he two major parties 
to Libya’s conflict 
have met for talks in 
Abu Dhabi in an 
apparent break-
through. This was the 

first meeting between Fayez 
al-Sarraj, prime minister of the 
UN-backed Government of 
National Accord (GNA), and Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar, head of 
the Libyan National Army, since 
early 2016 following the signing 
of the Libyan Political Agree-
ment.

The talks come amid a growing 
international consensus that the 
agreement needs to be revised, 
even as Libya faces critical chal-
lenges, including fighting in the 
south, a worsening economic real-
ity and resurfacing tensions over 
control of the country’s oil assets. 
The meeting could be a first step 
in reaching a sustainable negoti-
ated agreement. However, such an 
outcome will require significant 
efforts to avoid any derailment of a 
possible peace deal.

Sarraj and Haftar, reports said, 
on May 2 discussed amendments 
to the political agreement and a 
path towards a new government. 
One of the most significant amend-
ments will need to focus on the 
article that requires civilian control 
over the military. This is a major 
sticking point for Haftar, who is not 
keen to bow to the authority of the 
Presidential Council and the GNA.

Media outlets close to Haftar 
reported that he and Sarraj agreed 
to cancel the provision and “form 
a restructured unity government.” 
Haftar’s role in such a government 
and what the relationship between 
a civilian authority and the mili-
tary would look like were not made 
clear.

The two men also reportedly 
discussed reducing the number 
of members in the Presidential 
Council from nine to three, which 
would contribute to overcoming 
the deadlock and inefficiencies 
from which the leading body of 
the UN-backed government has 
suffered. It was also reported that 
they agreed to have elections for a 
new government by March 2018.

Overall, reports were cautiously 
optimistic and the positive com-
munication between the two sides 
was significant.

The fact that the talks were 
hosted in Abu Dhabi by Crown 
Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin 
Zayed al-Nahyan was also posi-
tive. The United Arab Emirates has 
lent its support to Haftar, backing 
the strongman’s offensive against 
Islamists in the east. UAE air sup-
port was critical in helping Haftar 
retake control of key oil installa-
tions in the Gulf of Sidra in March.

While the UAE is unlikely to 
approve of any agreement that is 
seen as damaging the interests of 
Haftar, the Gulf country’s hosting 
of the meeting between rival lead-
ers could indicate a shift towards a 
role as a mediator.

Egypt had somewhat played 
that role. While it supports Haftar, 
Cairo recognises the need for a ne-
gotiated settlement and previously 

attempted to host the two sides for 
a face-to-face meeting. Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi flew 
to Abu Dhabi following the Haftar-
Sarraj meeting. It is critical that 
any settlement to Libya’s conflict 
have buy-in from key interested 
regional actors, including the UAE 
and Cairo.

Yet there are reasons to remain 
sceptical. While Haftar and Sarraj 
reportedly attempted to negoti-
ate a joint statement, each issued 
separate statements. Both state-
ments acknowledged the need to 
resolve political and economic dis-
putes and address the challenge of 
extremism. They also called for an 
end to violence in the south, which 
threatens to escalate the current 
conflict further.

There were also crucial differ-
ences. Haftar’s statement called 
for the “military establishment… 
to fully play its role in the fight 
against terrorism,” while the state-
ment by Sarraj’s GNA said the two 
sides agreed to establish a strategy 
to form a “unified Libyan Army.”

It is in Haftar’s interest that the 
national army’s offensive in the 
east is viewed as a fight against 
terrorism. The GNA is more 
concerned with bringing military 
forces under the control and over-
sight of a civilian government. The 
GNA statement also made no men-
tion of elections in 2018 but rather 
called for an expanded national 
dialogue and a peaceful transition 
of power.

Any agreement between Haftar 
and Sarraj will need the support 
of local groups and militias on 
the ground, which is no easy feat. 
Factions in the west opposed to 

Haftar are unlikely to support a 
deal viewed as making significant 
concessions or giving the strong-
man too much power.

Haftar’s intentions are also 
unclear. Given his refusal until 
now to negotiate, Haftar seemed 
to believe he could, with enough 
international support from Russia 
or even the United States, take 
control of the country by force. His 
agreement in principle to partici-
pate in elections could indicate 
a shift in strategy, whereby he 
would instead try to win authority 
through a political process. How-
ever, just as Haftar lacks support to 
seize control of the entire country, 
it is doubtful that he would emerge 
victorious in elections.

The international community 
should be wary of any plan to have 
elections before Libya is ready for a 
vote. The decision to rush into the 
2014 elections rather than pursue 
a national dialogue contributed to 
the polarisation that exists today. 
The infrastructure for elections 
in less than a year is also almost 
certainly lacking.

Libya is in desperate need of a 
settlement to the crisis. The Abu 
Dhabi meeting could be a step in 
the right direction if it is followed 
by continued efforts from regional 
stakeholders and the international 
community to broker an inclusive 
deal. However, developments 
on the ground could easily derail 
progress made on the international 
stage.

Elissa Miller is an assistant 
director at the Atlantic Council’s 
Rafik Hariri Centre for the Middle 
East.
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T 

he United Arab Emir-
ates brought together 
the heads of Libya’s rival 
camps in a remarkable 
confirmation of the shift 

of power within the Arab region.
Under the auspices of the UAE, 

Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, Libya’s 
eastern military commander, and 
Fayez al-Sarraj, the head of its UN-
backed government in Tripoli, met 
for the first time in Abu Dhabi after 
a 16-month diplomatic impasse.

No joint statement was issued af-
ter the meeting, allowing each party 
to issue separate statements that 
met the expectations of their rival 
camps. Each called for a resolution 
to Libya’s political and economic 
woes and for joining forces to fight 
extremist Islamist groups.

Haftar’s statement said the two 
sides had agreed to allow “the mili-
tary establishment… to fully play its 
role in the fight against terrorism.”

However, a leaked transcript of 
the meeting indicated that the two 
men agreed to have presidential and 
legislative elections no later than 

March 2018. The transcript also sug-
gested both parties recommitted to 
the Skhirat Agreement brokered by 
the United Nations in 2015.

The main hurdle for Sarraj is like-
ly to be the difficulty of breaking 
his dependence on the Islamists in 
Tripoli to meet Haftar and his back-
ers, especially Russia and Egypt, 
even halfway.

Mattia Toaldo, a senior policy 
fellow at the European Council 
on Foreign Relations, told Agence 
France-Presse that he doubts “any-
thing negotiated by Sarraj would be 
accepted peacefully by factions in 
western Libya if it is seen as giving 
Haftar too much of a prominent po-
sition within the security sector or 
the political system.”

A meeting between Haftar and 
Sarraj seemed unlikely just a few 
weeks ago. Sarraj has been widely 
regarded within Libya as leading a 
loose alliance of factions, supported 
by Islamist militias. Haftar has been 
seen as an Arab nationalist and anti-
Islamist military strongman.

Haftar has proven himself the 
principal opponent to the UN-
backed Government of National 
Accord (GNA). The rise of opposi-
tion, both political and military, in 
eastern Libya has helped hinder the 
GNA’s efforts to assert control over 
Tripoli. However, rival armed fac-
tions in western Libya have backed 
the UN government and vowed to 
fight Haftar.

Libya’s powerful neighbours Al-
geria and Egypt, as well as West-
ern powers, have for months been 
pushing the two men to meet and 
renew impetus to a 2015 UN-me-

diated agreement that led to the 
initial creation of the GNA with the 
aim of ending Libya`s conflict.

Haftar had spurned proposals 
to meet with Sarraj. Even Egypt, 
seen as one of Haftar’s main back-
ers, was unable to convince the two 
men to meet.

A meeting in Cairo planned for 
February failed to materialise. 
However, a road map for rival par-
liamentary factions in the country’s 
east and west was eventually en-
dorsed.

Tunisia also has played a role in 
reconciling the views of the two 
camps. However, its invitation for 
Haftar to visit Tunis has yet to be 
acted upon.

Many European powers shared 
the UAE’s optimism that the Abu 
Dhabi meeting was a step towards 
ending Libya’s chaos. A statement 
by the UAE Foreign Ministry stated 

that the meeting “brings optimism 
towards guaranteeing a political so-
lution.”

The meeting in Abu Dhabi mir-
rored the growing influence wielded 
by the UAE with close ties to US, Eu-
ropean and Russian powers.

It could also be viewed as a wider 
indication of the loss of steam by Is-
lamists in North Africa and the con-
viction of the West that attempts to 
marginalise Haftar have not helped 
Libya find a peaceful settlement to 
the conflict.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi arrived in Abu Dhabi one day 
after the Libyan meeting, although 
it was not clear whether the visit 
and the talks were connected.

A further indication of the chang-
ing tides was given by Libyan po-
litical scientist Omar al-Dallal, who 
said: “All indications point towards 
Donald Trump opposing the previ-

ous American-British project aimed 
at supporting Islamists in the region. 
As a result, the positions towards 
the Libyan crisis have changed.”

“The big powers reached the con-
clusion that the main problem in 
Libya is the proliferation of militias 
in a country awash with weapons. 
Since there is no possibility for a for-
eign intervention, the states of the 
world agreed that backing the army 
to fight militias is the solution,” he 
said.

Ramdane Yassine, an Algerian se-
curity expert on Libya, argued that 
the acceptance of Haftar as a politi-
cal reality had become unavoidable 
even among his rivals.

“The circumstances on the 
ground show that Libya could not 
be indifferent to a military man like 
Haftar who enjoys a large consensus 
to restore order and stability,” he 
said.
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Nudging rivals. Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan, crown prince of Abu Dhabi and 
deputy supreme commander of the UAE Armed Forces, meeting with Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, 
commander of the Libyan National Army, in Abu Dhabi, on April 10.                      (Crown Prince Court – Abu Dhabi)


