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French president signals shift away 
from Islamists in Libya mediation
Tunis

F 

rench President Em-
manuel Macron seems 
to have taken Libya by 
storm, achieving in one 
day what Arab countries 

in the Maghreb and other European 
states failed to reach for years: Dip-
lomatic success.

Macron played host to Libya’s 
two main actors: Fayez al-Sarraj, 
head of the UN-brokered Govern-
ment of National Accord (GNA) and 
Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, Sar-
raj’s rival in eastern Libya. During 
the landmark meeting July 25 out-
side Paris, Macron urged the two 
leaders to agree to a road map that 
includes elections next year and a 
conditional ceasefire.

In doing so, Macron became the 
first Western leader to give Haftar 
centre stage. European powers had 
treated Haftar as a pariah in light of 
his uncompromising stance against 
Islamists and for what they per-
ceived as authoritarian tendencies.

By agreeing to the ten-point blue-
print, Sarraj can begin rallying sup-
port among allies in western Libya 
for his own plan for elections in 
March 2018 and extend his govern-
ment’s tenure beyond its scheduled 
end in December.

Macron has repeatedly said that 
the stability of Libya was impor-
tant for European security. Libyan 
soil has served as a springboard for 
waves of migrants to Italy, as well as 
a destination for militants and traf-
fickers travelling across the Sahara 
from Africa’s Sahel region, where 
France deploys its largest military 
mission abroad.

Haftar, who was an ally of dicta-
tor Muammar Qaddafi before turn-
ing against him as a CIA-backed 
dissident, has seen his profile grow 
at home and abroad as his Libyan 
National Army (LNA) has crushed 
radical Islamists in battles since 
the launch of his Karama (Dignity) 
campaign in 2014.

Haftar claimed victory over 
al-Qaeda-affiliated extremists in 
Benghazi, Libya’s second largest 
city, on July 5. He has also taken 
sides with the Saudi-led Arab 
camp opposed to Qatar, whom he 
has accused of collusion with Lib-
ya’s Islamist militias.

Sarraj and Haftar met with Emi-
rati leaders in Abu Dhabi, last May.

Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin also endorsed Haftar as an ally 
in the fight against Islamism.

Macron hailed the “legitimacy” 
of both Sarraj and Haftar through 
which they can unify other fac-
tions and militias and reach a con-

sensus on “the road map of na-
tional reconciliation” agreed on in 
France.

The mediation is the fruit of 
French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves 
Le Drian’s “pragmatic policy.” Le 
Drian invested in Haftar at a time 
when France and other Western 
powers were embracing the re-
gion’s Islamists.

On July 20, 2016, when Le Drian 
was defence minister, three French 
special forces soldiers were killed 
in a helicopter crash in eastern Lib-
ya. While former President Fran-
çois Hollande confirmed the troops 
were carrying out “dangerous in-

telligence operations,” reports said 
the troops were helping Haftar’s 
forces defend an airbase from Is-
lamists. An Islamist militia, Beng-
hazi Defence Brigades, claimed to 
have shot down the helicopter.

While Macron appears to have 
swiftly and successfully mediated 
the Libyan road map, it could rap-
idly unravel given the many actors 
in Libya’s conflict.

“Haftar and Sarraj are not the 
only players of the Libyan land-
scape,” said Sadek Sahrawi, an Al-
gerian security specialist regarding 
Libya. “Their meeting in France 
could worsen the fragmentation of 
the country.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

British tourists eyeing return to Tunisia as UK restrictions scrapped 

London

“H
onestly, we would 
have gone to Tuni-
sia this summer if 
we had known,” said 
British holidaymaker 

Sara Hellier, one day before she and 
her family were to leave on her sum-
mer holidays.

“The kids loved Hammamet last 
time and we would all love to go 
again but we’ve already booked our 
holidays to Spain.”

British officials changed their 
travel advice regarding Tunisia, 
announcing on July 26 that travel 
to the North African country was 
deemed safe. That, however, was 
too late for the Helliers this year.

The United Kingdom had advised 
against all but essential visits to 
Tunisia in June 2015 following the 
Sousse beach attack in which 38 
people, including 30 British holiday-
makers, were killed by an Islamic 
State (ISIS) gunman.

The terrorist attack and the ensu-
ing travel restrictions devastated 
Tunisia’s tourism sector, a major 
hard currency earner.

“This update reflects our latest 
assessment that the risk to British 
nationals in Tunisia has changed,” 

Alistair Burt, minister for the Middle 
East and North Africa, said. “This is 
in part due to the security improve-
ments that the Tunisian authori-
ties and tourist industry have made 
since the tragic terrorist attacks in 
2015, with support from the UK and 

international partners.”
The change of travel advice means 

“travel companies can put in place 
plans for holidays to Tunisia to re-
start, should they wish to do so,” 
said Britain’s Association of Travel 
Agents and Tour Operators (ABTA).

Tour operators were caught una-
wares about the change and most 
Britons have already booked their 
summer holidays for this year.

Thomas Cook said the tour opera-
tor was “pleased” about the travel 
advisory change but that it would 
take time to organise future offer-
ings.

“I suppose that we are going to 
start during the winter season but 

more towards the spring,” Thomas 
Cook CEO Peter Fankhauser said.

Smaller specialist tour companies 
are likely to secure deals with air-
lines and hotels for British tourists 
wishing to visit Tunisia in the next 
few months. Just Sunshine, a lead-
ing Tunisian specialist operator, said 
it hoped to have holidays on sale by 
the first week of August.

The Tunisian National Tourist Of-
fice said about 12,000 British travel-
lers had visited the country in 2017. 
Approximately 425,000 Britons 
went to Tunisia in 2014, with similar 
figures expected next year.

“We will be communicating with 
all of our tour operators to see how 
quickly we can get airlift reinstat-
ed. Meanwhile, Tunis Air [is] flying 
daily from London Heathrow and 
Gatwick to Tunis,” said Mounira Ben 
Cherifa, director of the Tunisian Na-
tional Tourist Office in the United 
Kingdom.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Bouncing back. A British traveller getting ready to board his f light 
for London at Tunis-Carthage International Airport.                     (AFP)

Britons visited Tunisia 
in 2014 and similar 
figures are expected 
next year.

Approximately 
425,000
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Middle-man. French President Emmanuel Macron (C) stands between Libyan Prime Minister Fayez 
al-Sarraj (L) and Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, commander of the Libyan National Army (LNA), in La 
Celle-Saint-Cloud near Paris, on July 25.                                                                                                                (AFP)

Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian invested in 
Haftar when France and other Western powers 
were embracing the region’s Islamists.
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