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Opinion

T
here has been a legitimate interna-
tional outcry over the footage broad-
cast by CNN on November 13 purport-
ing to show human traffickers 
auctioning African migrants in a 
Libyan “slave market.”

The United Nations wants an investigation. 
World leaders are outraged. Still, no concrete 
suggestions have been offered till now on how to 
end the practice of human trafficking in and 
through Libya.

The CNN footage is in fact only a reminder of a 
tragic situation that has been unfortunately 
known to the world. International organisations 
and human rights groups have many times 
documented the plight of African migrants 
arbitrarily incarcerated, tortured and even killed 
in Libya.

If Africans trying to reach Europe do not die 
crossing the Sahara or the Mediterranean Sea, 
they run the risk of being grievously abused and 
exploited by smugglers and militia groups. The 
real tragedy is probably the world’s apparent 
impotence or, worse, its reluctance to act.

Modern-day slavery is hardly an unknown 
problem, and it is not limited to Libya or to 
Africa. In September, research conducted for the 
UN’s migration agency showed that more than 
40 million people were victims of slavery around 
the world in 2016.

In the specific case of Libya, the blatant 
mistreatment of African migrants is a sign of the 
country’s graveyard spiral into violence and 
disregard for human life as chaos reigned 
supreme after the NATO-led military campaign 
managed to topple Muammar Qaddafi’s regime 
in 2011. During the last few years, Libya has 
fallen prey to rival militias, violent jihadists and 
trafficking gangs that were hardly reined in by 
rival governments and feuding political factions. 
Such a situation should have been foreseen by 
Western powers.  As French political analyst and 
Middle East expert Paul Guigue recently pointed 
out: “Slave traders did not just fall from the sky, 
they came in NATO’s luggage.”

Indeed, the 2011 NATO campaign for Libya 
neither proposed nor executed a strategy to 
cover the post-Qaddafi era. For sure, the West rid 
Libya of Qaddafi, but it appears to have replaced 
despotic rule with dangerous anarchy.

Unsurprisingly, the void in Libya has been 
filled by those who seek to profit from its chaos 
and the desperation of the dispossessed. On 
Libya’s southern border lie many of sub-Saharan 
Africa’s poorest countries. Unable to offer good 
jobs and opportunity to their people, these 
countries are witnessing a steady outflow of 
migrants in search of better prospects in Europe. 
The UN has offered thinly veiled criticism of 
Europe’s short-sighted focus on preventing 
illegal migrants even if it meant closing an eye to 
the appalling treatment of Libyan migrants in 
Libya and authorising payoffs to Libyan militias.

The short-sighted approach only rendered the 
settlement of the Libyan crisis even more 
remote.

“The increasing interventions of the EU and its 
member states have done nothing so far to 
reduce the level of abuses suffered by migrants,” 
said UN human rights chief Zeid Ra’ad al-Hus-
sein, adding that it was “an outrage to the 
conscience of humanity.”

The Libyan authorities should now diligently 
and seriously investigate the fears of the interna-
tional community.  The spectre of new sanctions 
hovers over a country already prey to instability 
and strife.

Outrage is a start. Concrete action must follow.

Iran’s disingenuous reactions 
to the Arab League meeting

I
ran’s reaction to the Arab League ministerial 
meeting in Cairo on November 19 was 
grandiloquent but hardly convincing.

Tehran quickly dismissed Arab countries’ 
concerns as “lies” and denied involvement 
in fuelling tensions in the Middle East when 

its aggressive and expansionist policies are 
doing exactly that.

While continuing to distract the Arab world’s 
attention from pressing concerns such as the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict, it disingenuously 
harangued the Arab League about standing up to 
the “Zionist enemy.”

Tehran and Hezbollah, Iran’s preferred proxy 
in Lebanon, deny they helped Yemen’s Houthi 
rebels procure the ballistic missile that targeted 
Riyadh in early November. But all the evidence 
contradicts their robust denials. Very recently, 
the US provided details of an Iranian network 
that counterfeited hundreds of millions of 
dollars in Yemeni currency to the benefit of 
Iran’s local proxy in Yemen, the Houthis. The 
network was said to be linked to Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps and its overseas 
expeditionary al-Quds brigade.

Propaganda and deception do not change the 
unfortunate fact of continued Iranian disruption 
of peace and stability in the region.

Outrage over the plight of 
African migrants in Libya

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Libya is losing Africa’s 
sympathy

T
en years ago, most 
African countries 
felt sympathy and 
gratitude for Libya. 
Regardless of the 
Qaddafi regime’s 
nature and behaviour, 

Libya was seen as a standard bearer 
in opposing the legacy of European 
colonisation, even if it was mostly 
political posturing.

Today, however, as greedy 
politicians and belligerent militias 
continue to tear Libya apart, the 
country stands to lose whatever 
sympathy it has left among its 
African admirers. Foreign and 
local parties have turned the 
country into a lawless, chaotic 
territory where organised crime 
thrives.

Perhaps the most shocking 
contradiction is Libya’s transfor-
mation from a former safe haven 
for Africans to a slave market 
where sub-Saharan migrants are 
bought and sold in scenes remi-
niscent of the transatlantic slave 
trade.

Scenes of Libyan slave markets 
shared by international media 
outlets are a stab in the back to 
Africa. They revive old wounds 
from the days of European slave 
traders and their pillaging vessels 
and conjure up painful images of 
slaves working in cotton planta-
tions in the American south or in 
the feudal white-owned planta-
tions of Latin America. Such 
practices were thought to have 
been part of the past, but Libya 
has sadly redefined itself as the 
new land for such shameful 
actions.

Responsibility for Libya’s tragic 
decline belongs to the country’s 
warring factions. Not only have 
they let go of a golden opportu-
nity to rebuild their country and 
turn it into a strong, well-devel-
oped state, they have chosen to 
mire it deeper in the mud with 
constant internal bickering and 
squabbles. They have turned 
Libya into a den of vipers and 
rendered it a source of insecurity 
for the entire region. By doing so, 

they have victimised the Libyan 
people and all Africans at the 
same time.

UN Special Envoy to Libya 
Ghassan Salame is finding it very 
difficult to move all the warring 
factions in the country towards a 
comprehensive political solution. 
The proliferation of weapons and 
criminal gangs in Libya has 
pushed that objective out of 
reach.

Political and economic failure is 
turning life into a suffocating 
nightmare for most Libyans. What 
is worse is that the 
shameful practices of the 
armed militias and 
slave-trading gangs will 
undermine much of the 
international enthusiasm to 
save Libya. Such practices 
might also legitimise 
tougher measures by the 
international community.

The self-declared govern-
ments in east and west 
Libya should have been 
aware that deliberately 
delaying the estab-
lishment of unified, 
legitimate institu-
tions in Libya 
would simply 
lead to more 
security 
problems. As 
criminal gangs 
gain in 
territory and 
power, the 
political 
transition 
becomes more 
difficult to 
implement and any 
eventual political 
settlement risks 
becoming meaning-
less and non-viable.

The world, and 
Africa in particular, 
is angry at what is 
happening in 
Libya. Nigerian 
President Muham-
madu Buhari has 
gone so far as to 

threaten to bring the case of 
African migrants in Libya to the 
International Criminal Court.  If 
Africa and the world choose to go 
ahead with that, the scandal 
could tarnish some European 
partners that allegedly made 
secret deals with local militias in 
Libya to stop illegal migration 
towards Europe from Libyan 
shores at all costs.

Such migration has reportedly 
gone down 70% since 2016. 
European authorities could have 
displayed a bit of curiosity about 
the fate of the thousands of 
Africans who were stranded in 
Libya as a result.  The same is true 
for those detained in miserable 
conditions in holding camps.

It is only fair to shed some light 
on Europe’s responsibility in 
turning Libya into Africa’s 
Guantanamo. African leaders 
intend to put this burning file on 
the agenda for the coming 

African-European Summit. The 
gesture will be loaded with 

symbolism as such ques-
tions, along with calls for 

Europe to pay repara-
tions to former African 

colonies, were among 
Muammar Qaddafi’s 
litanies at every 
summit with the 
Europeans.

An investigation 
into slavery prac-

tices in the Libyan 
capital is hardly 
sufficient. What 
Libya really needs is 

a shared awareness 
of the risks involved 

in letting the country 
slip into a militia 
state. There is 
international fear, 
particularly among 
Libya’s neighbours, 
that if left unchecked, 
the Libyan crisis 
might reach a point 
of no-return. In that 
case, Libya would not 
be the only loser in 
the region.
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Political and economic failure is turning life into a 
suffocating nightmare for most Libyans.

What Libya 
really needs 
is a shared 
awareness 
of the risks 
involved in 
letting the 
country slip 
into a militia 
state. 

Taste of bitterness. A protester shouts 
slogans during a demonstraion against 
slavery in Libya outside the Libyan 
embassy in the Moroccan capital Rabat, 
on November 23.                                         (AFP)


