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Tunis

T 

he surprise victory of a po-
litical outsider in Tunisia’s 
parliamentary by-elections 
alarmed the country’s rul-
ing parties and signalled 

popular disapproval of the governing 
elite.

Yassine Ayari, a controversial 
blogger and activist with alleged ex-
tremist affinities, defeated 25 other 
candidates for a seat in the Tunisian 
Assembly. The election, overseas for 
Tunisian expatriates in Germany, at-
tracted little interest among eligible 
voters; only 5% of the 26,000 regis-
tered voted.

The outcome was a blow to Tuni-
sia’s main ruling parties, the secu-
larist Nidaa Tounes and Islamist 
Ennahda and indicated growing 
disillusionment with mainstream 
politics. It coincided with the an-
niversary of the death of Mohamed 
Bouazizi, a Tunisian street vendor 
whose self-immolation in 2011 set 
off the events that toppled the au-

thoritarian regime of former ruler 
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali and the “Arab 
spring” uprisings.

Ayari, a self-declared independ-
ent candidate, is a divisive figure 
whose sympathies for radical Islam 
have been under scrutiny. Follow-
ing the revolution, he was criticised 
for posting a picture with a black flag 
associated with Jabhat al-Nusra and 
other radical Salafist groups. After 
the vote, Ayari said his loyalties were 
with former President Moncef Mar-
zouki, who has been trying to make a 
comeback on the political scene.

Ayari, himself, was astounded 
by his win. “I beat Ennahda, Nidaa, 
Democratic Current, Al Joumhouri, 
the Popular Front and Machrou 
Tounes parties,” Ayari wrote on his 
blog. “I do not understand how I 
pulled this victory.”

Most analysts see the vote as a con-
firmation of the lingering distrust by 
voters, especially younger ones, of 
the political class. Indicators show 
the distrust translating to indiffer-
ence to elections but the rate of par-
ticipation in Germany’s by-election 
takes that level of indifference to an 
unprecedented low.

The election results seem also to 
widen suspicions between Nidaa 
Tounes and its Islamists coalition 
partners. Some Ennahda figures 
blamed the defeat on the disillusion-
ment of the Islamist grass-roots sup-
porters about their party’s coalition 
with Nidaa Tounes, which is per-
ceived by many Islamists as increas-
ingly critical of their party.

Asked about Ayari’s surprise vic-
tory, Mohamed Ben Salem, a leading 
member of Ennahda, reiterated that 
“Ennahda’s leadership expressed 
support for Nidaa’s candidate” but 
that “Ennahda’s voters are free in 
their choices when Ennahda is not 
fielding its own candidate.”

“It is not the fault of Ennahda’s 
voters if Nidaa (Tounes) lost the 
vote,” Ben Salem added.

Others in the secularist party  
blamed Ennahda for being “two-

faced,” saying the party’s official 
stance is often at odds with some 
members.

“Many voices inside Nidaa 
(Tounes) believe the party’s relation-
ship with Ennahda damages the rep-
utation of Nidaa, its agenda and its 
appeal. That explains the outcome 
of the election,” said Nidaa Tounes 
spokesman Borhane Bessaies.

In an official statement, Nidaa 
Tounes said it would “undertake the 
courageous and necessary decisions 
regarding its relationship with some 
of the political parties” at a meeting 
of its top leaders.

Some analysts contended, how-
ever, that there is a dangerously 
radical Islamist subcurrent that car-
ries certain appeal with disgruntled 
segments of the population and that 
does not bode well for the country’s 
political stability. They argued that 
the organisation remains a conserva-
tive Islamist group that is incompat-
ible with a pluralistic democracy.

“Until there is evidence to the con-
trary, Ennahda’s voters will always 
remain obscurantist until we force 
them by law to respect democracy,” 
said former diplomat Farhat Othman 

in an opinion piece.
Ennahda previously worked with 

Marzouki, who served as president 
from 2011-14 and is now with the 
Harak al Iradaa (Movement of Good-
will).

“Ayari’s victory is a great victory 
for the revolutionary forces in the an-
niversary of the uprising of Decem-
ber 17. It signals changes in the future 
in the political landscape in Tunisia,” 
Harak MP Imed Daimi said.

Populist groups such as Harak have 
sought to capitalise on the people’s 
frustrations in the country, which is 
struggling to rebound from years of 
economic hardship.

A December survey by Sigma poll-
ing company said that more than 
80% of Tunisians respondents said 
they were unhappy with the coun-
try’s economic and social situation. 
Nearly two-thirds of respondents 
said their families’ financial circum-
stances were getting worse.

The by-election triggered alarm 
with the political class about the risk 
that disillusioned voters would shun 
municipal elections scheduled for 
next May and the general elections 
planned for 2019.

Tunis

T 

wo years after Libya’s UN-
backed unity deal was 
signed, fears are growing 
that a new wave of vio-
lence could break out in 

the war-torn country.
Misrata Mayor Mohamed Eshte-

wi was assassinated when he re-
turned December 17 from Turkey. 
Officials have not publicly identi-
fied any suspects, but Eshtewi, a 
political moderate, had clashed 
with the Misrata Military Council, 
a coalition of Islamists in the city. 
The Islamic State (ISIS) has also 
carried out attacks in the area.

Eshtewi’s killing came amid 
growing tension over the 2015 
Libyan Political Agreement. Libyan 
Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar has 
said the deal has run its course. 
Haftar, who commands Libya’s 
eastern forces, threatened to ex-
pand his rule over Tripoli after the 
December 17 deadline on the agree-
ment expired.

In a televised speech that day, 
Haftar called the UN-backed gov-
ernment “obsolete,” saying that 
dialogue between rival political 
factions had resulted in stale “slo-
gans” and “ink on paper.” He hint-
ed at his intention to run for presi-
dent in the coming year.

Supporters of the UN-backed 
government in Tripoli, however, 
say the agreement’s mandate has 

not expired because it has not been 
officially approved by the Tobruk-
based House of Representatives. 
The Islamist Nawasi militia, al-
lied with Prime Minister Fayez al-
Sarraj, said Haftar was launching a 
“coup against the democratic pro-
cess.”

On the same day, thousands of 
Haftar’s supporters took to the 
streets of eastern Libya. The Nawa-
si militia fired shots to break up a 
demonstration by about 150 people 
in Tripoli.

Tensions increased following the 
killing of Esthewi, who is believed 
to have been targeted for his sup-
port for the UN-backed process and 
willingness to engage in talks with 
representatives of the east.

Akram Galioune, an official at 
Misrata’s hospital said Esthewi was 
shot in the feet and hit on the head 
“with a sharp tool” before his body 
was dumped outside a private clin-
ic in Misrata.

Misrata, a relatively safe area 
where foreign businessmen live 
and work, is considered one of the 
few beacons of stability in Libya. It 
has lent critical military and dip-
lomatic support to the UN-backed 
government in Tripoli and its mili-
tia played a pivotal role in driving 
ISIS from Sirte last year.

This made the brazen attack on 
the city’s mayor all the more trou-
bling and raised questions about 
the prospect of violent outbursts 
elsewhere.

The United Nations has attempt-
ed to move forward with a new 

legal framework for Libya but sig-
nificant work remains to be done. 
In September, the organisation re-
launched talks between rival fac-
tions to prepare for parliamentary 
and presidential polls before the 
end of 2018.

Analysts said, however, the 
drawn-out process could leave ex-
tremists with an opportunity to 
fill the power void and calls for UN 
envoy Ghassan Salame to expedite 
the election process are growing.

“They (Libyans) see the political 
process as the only path to the sta-
bility and the unity of their coun-
try. Thus, I urge all parties to heed 
their voices and refrain from any 
actions that could undermine the 
political process,” Salame said in a 
statement on December 17.

Libya has been mired in civil 
conflict since 2011 when a NATO-
backed uprising led to the over-
throw of former dictator Muammar 
Qaddafi. More than six years later, 
the country has three rival govern-
ments and many militias vying for 
power.

The UN-backed government in 
Tripoli, led by Sarraj, controls areas 
of western Libya, Haftar controls 
most areas of the east and Derna is 
a stronghold of radical Islamists.

Libya has also become a transit 
point for thousands of migrants, 
mostly from sub-Saharan coun-
tries, who are frequently subjected 
to abuse at overcrowded camps.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Wild card. Libya’s eastern-based commander Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar (2nd L) attends a general 
security conference in Benghazi, last October.                       (Reuters)

Tripoli

L 

ibya, where rival au-
thorities and numerous 
militias are vying for 
power, fell into chaos 
after the fall of strong-

man Muammar Qaddafi in Octo-
ber 2011.

 Qaddafi killed
Qaddafi, who ruled Libya for 

42 years, was killed on October 
20, 2011, as he tried to flee his 
hometown Sirte.

Three days later, the former 
rebel National Transitional 
Council (NTC) declared Libya’s 
“total liberation” after a NATO-
backed uprising that began in 
February.

On August 8, 2012, the NTC 
handed over power to the tran-
sitional General National Con-
gress elected a month earlier.

 Rise of radical groups
US Ambassador J. Christopher 

Stevens and three other Ameri-
can staff members were killed 
in a September 11, 2012, attack 
on the US consulate in Benghazi. 
The jihadist group Ansar al-Shar-
ia, linked to al-Qaeda, is accused 
of being behind the attack.

On April 23, 2013, a car bomb 
attack targeted France’s em-
bassy in Tripoli, injuring two 
French guards.

Violence is widespread. Libya 
plunged further into chaos with 
foreign delegations pulling out 
of the country.

 Rival governments
Military strongman Khalifa 

Haftar launched an offensive 
in May 2014 against Islamist 
groups in Benghazi. Several mil-
itary officers, including from the 
air force, join his paramilitary 
Libyan National Army.

In June 2014, following legis-
lative elections, the General Na-
tional Congress was replaced by 
a parliament dominated by anti-
Islamists.

In August 2014, after weeks 
of deadly clashes, Islamist-led 
militias grouped under the “Fajr 
Libya” (Libya Dawn) banner 
storm Tripoli and set up a “na-
tional salvation” government.

The government of Abdul-
lah al-Thani and the parliament 
elected in June, the only ones 
recognised internationally, took 
refuge in eastern Libya.

The country found itself with 
two governments and two par-
liaments.

 ISIS profits from chaos
The Islamic State (ISIS) 

claimed its first attack in Libya 
in December 2014. The fol-
lowing June, ISIS seized Sirte, 
450km east of Tripoli, but was 
driven out of the coastal town in 
December 2016.

 Skhirat accord
On December 17, 2015, after 

months of negotiations, accords 
signed under UN supervision in 
Skhirat, Morocco, designate a 
UN-backed Government of Na-
tional Accord (GNA) as the “only 
legitimate government of Libya” 
in the eyes of the international 
community.

On December 23, the UN Se-
curity Council endorsed the ac-
cord.

On March 12, 2016, the GNA 
took up office in Tripoli headed 
by Prime Minister Fayez al-Sar-
raj, who arrived in late March by 
sea from Tunis.

The GNA was opposed by the 
rival administration in eastern 
Libya, backed by Haftar, and by 
the parliament elected in 2014.

On December 14, 2017, despite 
the failure of attempts to amend 
the accord, the United Nations 
said the Skhirat accord was the 
only viable framework for end-
ing Libya’s political crisis.

On December 17, on its sec-
ond anniversary, Haftar said the 
mandate of the GNA has run out 
after what he claimed was the 
expiry of the Skhirat accord.

On December 18, the mayor of 
Libya’s third-largest city Misrata 
was abducted and killed by uni-
dentified assailants.

Illegal migration
Amid insecurity and politi-

cal chaos, Libya became a ma-
jor transit hub for hundreds of 
thousands of African migrants 
trying to reach Europe by sea.

The international community 
reacted in horror over reports 
of migrants detained in Libyan 
camps in horrendous conditions 
and Amnesty International ac-
cused European powers of being 
at least partly responsible for the 
migrants’ ordeal.

Agence France-Presse with  
The Arab Weekly staff.

Libya since death of 
Qaddafi: A chronology
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Populist groups have 
sought to capitalise on 
the people’s 
frustrations in the 
country.
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