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he United States is sup-
porting the embattled 
leader of the UN-backed 
government in Tripoli 
after an attack by sus-

pected Islamists killed as many as 
141 people, including 70 soldiers, in 
southern Libya, escalating the con-
flict and breaking up an alliance be-
tween government factions.

The attack was carried out by the 
Islamist Third Force militia, a group 
of Islamists that was previously loy-
al to the UN-backed Government of 
National Accord (GNA).

US Marine Corps General Thomas 
Waldhauser, chief of US forces in 
Africa, and US Ambassador to Libya 
Peter Bodde flew to an airbase in 
Tripoli on May 23 for a news confer-
ence with the GNA leader Fayez al-
Sarraj. He announced the country 
was entering a “decisive stage” to 
ending the 6-year civil war.

“We reached the stage of decisive-
ness and we will not waver in crack-
ing down on those who stir conflict 
and hamper stability and fail the 
hopes and desires of our people in 
reconciliation and entente,” Sarraj 
said.

Bodde said the visit “demon-
strates the continued commitment 
of the United States to the govern-
ment of National Accord and to po-
litical reconciliation in Libya.”

Sarraj singled out “those who are 
building up forces to threaten the 
security of Libya’s capital.”

“We will not sit on our hands to 
face those who threaten the secu-
rity and safety of the civilians,” said 
Sarraj, whose brief speech was re-
leased on social media by the gov-
ernment.

His remarks reflected a shift in the 
military and political alignments of 
various factions following the May 
18 massacre at the Brak al-Shati mil-
itary base, 650km south of Tripoli.

There was no independent word 
on casualties in the assault on the 
Brak al-Shati base.

Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar’s 
spokesman said the massacre took 
place when the militia stormed a 
base used by Haftar’s Libyan Na-
tional Army (LNA). Victims included 
civilians who worked at the airbase 
or were in the area. LNA spokesman 
Ahmad al-Mesmari said in a state-
ment that summary executions also 
took place.

The GNA said in a statement that 
a commission had been set up to in-
vestigate the raid and that Defence 
Minister Mahdi al-Barghati had 
been suspended.

UN envoy Martin Kobler ex-
pressed anger over the massacre in 
a statement.

“I am outraged by reports of sig-
nificant numbers of fatalities, in-
cluding civilians and by reports 
that summary executions may have 
taken place,” he said.

Libyan analysts agreed that the 
massacre was an attempt to de-
rail moves towards de-escalation, 
sparked by a rare meeting May 2 
between Sarraj and Haftar in Abu 
Dhabi.

During the meeting, the two lead-
ers agreed to sustain a truce in the 
south, which has been tormented 
by violent clashes between Haftar’s 
forces and militias aligned with Sar-
raj’s government over the control of 
bases there.

The recent massacre, however, is 
putting the truce to the test.

“The assailants came in high 
number and exploited the relaxed 

environment at the base that was 
linked to the truce in the region,” 
LNA Air Force spokesman Sherif 
al-Awami told a Libyan television 
interviewer. “If there is no truce the 
assault could not have taken place 
the way it occurred.”

Not only did the attack breach 
the truce agreement reached in Abu 
Dhabi, it changed the arrangement 
of forces in the GNA’s Islamist-dom-
inated camp.

That camp, comprised of various 
militias, had been united in oppo-
sition to Haftar’s group in the east, 
which is widely seen by Tripoli and 
western regions as anti-Islamist. 
Haftar’s forces are backed by anti-
Islamists Arab governments in 
Egypt and United Arab Emirates.

The massacre and Sarraj’s subse-
quent condemnation caused a split 

between factions supportive of the 
GNA, with more radical Islamists, 
such as the 613 Brigade and the 
powerful Misrata Revolutionaries 
voicing support for the assailants 
and urging a continuation of the 
fight against Haftar.

Leaders of the Misrata Military 
Council and military officers from 
the GNA-aligned al-Bunyan al-Mar-
sus coalition, which fought against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Sirte last 
year, gathered May 21 in Misrata to 
declare that they no longer recog-
nise the GNA.

Ali Saidi, a member of the inter-
nationally recognised parliament, 
blamed the GNA for the attack.

“The GNA gave the legal recogni-
tion of the militias that staged the 
attack. The GNA is to blame for the 
massacre. The GNA had no force,” 

he said. “The militias and other 
forces of the same mind that are 
providing security for the GNA.”

Mohamed Baayou, a writer in 
Misrata, said: “The massacre in the 
south is an extension of the conflict 
in other regions in Libya. What is 
needed is a strong truce that every 
force remains in the area where it is 
now to give a chance for de-escala-
tion and peace.”

Sarraj, who met with US President 
Donald Trump briefly on the side-
lines of a summit in Riyadh, said 
the government would ask the Unit-
ed Nations to lift its arms embargo 
on Libya with the apparent aim of 
fighting extremist Islamists embed-
ded within his allies.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Violent spiral. US Ambassador to Libya Peter Bodde speaks during a news conference in Tripoli, 
on May 23.                                                                                                                                                                           (Reuters)
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Sarraj’s remarks 
reflected a shift in 
the military and 
political alignments 
of various factions 
following the May 18 
massacre.

L
ibya has been promi-
nent in the interna-
tional media over the 
past month. Many in 
the West were quick to 
call the early May 

meeting in Abu Dhabi 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 (LNA), a 
breakthrough in Libya’s conflict.

While pro-Haftar media 
reported that a deal had been 
reached, it soon became clear that 
Haftar’s positions were falsely 
presented as points of agreement 
between him and Sarraj.

It is worth raising the Abu Dhabi 
meeting considering the May 17 
attack on Haftar’s LNA forces at 
the Brak al-Shati Airbase in 
southern Libya. The attack by 
GNA-allied militias, in which as 
many as 140 people died, illus-
trates the fragile nature of any 
so-called political deal between 
Libya’s rival parties. Develop-
ments on the ground, rather than 
meetings in foreign capitals, drive 
the trajectory of the conflict.

Yet, after the attack on the 
airbase, the international commu-
nity continues to parrot support 
for a negotiated political settle-
ment between Sarraj and Haftar 
and cite the meeting in Abu Dhabi 
as an indication of progress.

Only two weeks after the Abu 
Dhabi meeting, the Brak al-Shati 
attack was a major blow to the 

prospects for peaceful political 
reconciliation. Misrata’s Third 
Force militia, which is allied with 
the GNA, and with support from 
others, including the Benghazi 
Defence Brigades (BDB), attacked 
the LNA-controlled base. Reports 
circulated of summary executions 
and of numerous civilian casual-
ties at the hands of the GNA-
linked militias.

Third Force commander Jamal 
al-Triki took responsibility for the 
attack and claimed it was based on 
GNA instructions, which the unity 
government denied. The Defence 
Ministry blamed Haftar’s forces, 
which in April bombed the 
Tamenhint airbase controlled by 
the Third Force, for the escalation 
in the south.

Sarraj suspended both Triki and 
Defence Minister Mahdi al-
Barghathi pending an investiga-
tion to determine the party 
responsible for breaking a 
ceasefire in the south, although 
Triki denied that a ceasefire had 
been in place. In response to the 
attack, the LNA struck targets in 
Jufra, south of Misrata-controlled 
Sirte, resulting in further casual-
ties. The LNA is likely to continue 
to target Jufra, as well as Sebha 
and Tamenhint, in retaliation.

It is notable that a shared 
acknowledgement by Sarraj and 
Haftar in Abu Dhabi regarding the 
need to reduce violence in the 
south is being presented as a 
ceasefire that was violated. This 
gives Haftar’s forces pretext to 
engage militarily against the GNA 
and its aligned militias, as well as 
other rival groups such as the BDB 
with possible links to the GNA.

More critically, the incident 
demonstrates Sarraj’s weakness. 
Following his meeting with Haftar 

in early May, some militias in 
Tripoli and Misrata distanced 
themselves from the so-called 
deal reached with the LNA 
commander. The Brak al-Shati 
attack further demonstrates that 
for some hard-line groups in 
western Libya, a deal with Haftar 
is unacceptable.

Sarraj is left with two unpalat-
able choices: Side with these 
groups to preserve their support 
for the GNA or attempt to de-esca-
late the situation by engaging with 
Haftar. The former risks further 
escalation and the abandonment 
of hope for a peaceful settlement, 
while the latter risks further 
empowering Haftar and condemn-
ing Sarraj’s own leadership and 
the GNA. His authority will 
continue to erode even as he tries 
to manage the fallout from the 
attack.

The European Union, the 
African Union, the League of Arab 
States and the United Nations met 
in Brussels on May 23 regarding 
Libya. A subsequent communiqué 
condemned the violence at Brak 
al-Shati. However, it largely 
focused on encouraging efforts to 
reach a political resolution, 
highlighting the Sarraj-Haftar 
meeting, and reiterated support 
for the UN process.

The same day, US Ambassador 
to Libya Peter Bodde visited Libya 
with AFRICOM head US Marine 
Corps General Thomas Wald-
hauser and expressed “the 
continued commitment of the 
United States to the GNA and to 
political reconciliation in Libya.” 
Bodde welcomed Libyan efforts to 
have elections in 2018, one of 
Haftar’s negotiating points from 
Abu Dhabi that was presented as 
part of the phantom agreement 

The perils of mounting escalation in Libya
reached with Sarraj.

The international community’s 
continued emphasis on political 
reconciliation between Sarraj and 
Haftar, and more recently discus-
sion of elections, is utterly 
meaningless considering contin-
ued major escalations in Libya. 
Haftar is clearly not interested in a 
deal with the GNA, especially if he 
believes he can militarily defeat 
his enemies.

Sarraj’s position grows more 
precarious. Expressions of 
international support for progress 
on constitutional drafting, 
meetings between the State 
Council and the House of Repre-
sentatives and talks between 
Haftar and Sarraj — all of this 
rhetoric is meaningless if there is 
escalation on the ground.

UN special envoy Martin Kobler 
remarked during the quartet news 
conference that the Brak al-Shati 
attack showed the political 
vacuum that has been left in 
Libya. That vacuum is not new but 
Kobler’s effort to reiterate the 
“clear interrelation between the 
political track and military 
escalation” is important. Stale 
rhetoric in support of a failing 
process amid violence on the 
ground will do nothing to address 
the crisis in Libya.

No matter how positive the 
optics surrounding international 
meetings such as the ones 
between Haftar and Sarraj, 
escalation on the ground will 
further calcify grievances and 
divisions, making the prospects 
for settlement even dimmer.

Elissa Miller is an assistant 
director at the Atlantic Council’s 
Rafik Hariri Centre for the Middle 
East.
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View point
 Sarraj’s 
position 
continues to 
grow more 
precarious.

The continued emphasis on 
political reconciliation is 
utterly meaningless in light of 
continued escalations.


