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lashes between Islam-
ist militias and Libya’s 
Special Deterrence Force 
around an airport near 
Tripoli were far from ex-

traordinary for the Libyan capital, 
which has been a battlefield as has 
much of the rest of the country.

Nonetheless, the timing of the 
January 15 fighting that left 20 peo-
ple dead and caused damage to 
five aeroplanes may set the tone as  
Libya prepares for elections this 
year, commentators said.

“Some political forces have an 
interest in putting hindrances on 
the road to the elections, knowing 
that they may emerge as total los-
ers,” said Libyan political analyst 
Mohamed Fouad. “These forces in-
clude the Islamists who have lost 
most of their popularity in the past 
few years.”

The internationally backed Gov-
ernment of National Accord said 
fighting erupted when the Libya 
Dawn militia sought the release of 
detainees affiliated with the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda. Many fear 
the fighting could lead to some Lib-
yan militias consolidating gains on 
the ground before elections, which 
are required to take place before 
September 30. Others could attempt 
to increase violence to prevent the 
elections.

“These political forces are getting 
their cues from some regional pow-
ers that want the situation in Libya 
to remain as is,” said Libyan politi-
cal analyst Abdel Baset bin Hamel. 
“These regional powers have been 
standing behind rampant violence 
in Libya and are not at ease as the 
country tries to depart from its tur-
bulent past.”

Libyan National Army (LNA) 
spokesman Ahmed al-Mesmari 
accused Turkey of interfering in 
Libyan affairs and backing terrorist 
groups. The LNA controls most ar-
eas of eastern Libya.

Mesmari was referring to the Jan-
uary 10 seizure by the Greek Coast 
Guard of a ship en route to Libya. 
The ship, which departed from Tur-
key, contained hundreds of tonnes 
of explosives, which Mesmari said 
would have been distributed all 
over Libya and exacerbated conflict 
in the country.

Mesmari also said Qatar and 

Sudan were supporting terrorist 
groups in Libya.

Libya’s election commission said 
nearly 2 million Libyans have regis-
tered to vote, with 500,000 signing 
up since September.

Libya’s political parties, including 
the Muslim Brotherhood’s Justice 
and Construction Party, are drawing 
up platforms to appeal to voters.

The possible political comeback 
of Saif al-Islam Qaddafi, a son of 
former dictator Muammar Qaddafi 
who was reportedly released from 
prison last June, increased specu-
lation about who might lead Libya. 
Some observers said they expect the 
commander of the Libyan National 

Army, Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, 
to relinquish his military uniform 
and run in presidential elections.

Haftar, who expressed hopes on 
January 10 that the elections would 
end the rampant violence in Libya, 
has tried to project himself as a 
powerful military leader capable of 
fighting extremism and uniting a 
fragmented Libya. Haftar’s strong 
position against Libya’s Islamists, 
however, likely makes him less ca-
pable of being considered politically 
inclusive, critics said.

The need for consensus on a new 
constitution and on election laws 
is among other challenges facing a 
country where having free and fair 

elections is complicated by the fact 
that a significant amount of terri-
tory is under control of armed mili-
tias. Even if successful elections can 
be carried out, questions remain as 
to whether Libya’s political parties 
will accept the results.

“To do this, political forces need 
to have a great deal of self-denial 
for the sake of their own country,” 
said Libyan political analyst Snous-
si Ismail. “The problem is that there 
is little chance for this to happen 
while some forces believe that the 
elections will not be good for them.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.
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High stakes. UN Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs Jeffrey Feltman (R) and UN Special 
Representative and Head of the UN Support Mission in Libya Ghassan Salame at a news conference 
in Tripoli, on January 10.                                                                             (AFP)

Libya election 
plans in doubt as 
violence escalates

Libya’s election 
commission said 
nearly 2 million 
Libyans have 
registered to vote, 
with 500,000 signing 
up since September.

Tunis

L 

eaders of Tunisia’s secu-
larist Nidaa Tounes party 
are attempting to distance 
themselves from Ennah-
da, their Islamist coalition 

partners in government, a move that 
analysts said was to shore up sup-
port ahead of the upcoming election 
cycle.

After an early January meeting of 
senior Nidaa Tounes officials, the 
party announced it would compete 
against Ennahda in municipal elec-
tions in May.

Presidential and legislative elec-
tions are scheduled for 2019.

Nidaa Tounes will defend “the 
project of a civil and modern state 
against the Islamist project of En-
nahda,” party leaders said in a state-
ment.

By inching away from Ennahda, 
Nidaa Tounes is hoping to solidify 
its electoral base drawing from lib-
erals, secularists and women, many 
of whom are wary of the Islamist 
movement and its attitude towards 
women’s rights.

Women accounted for more than 
half of Nidaa Tounes’s support in 
parliamentary and presidential elec-
tions in 2014.

Nidaa Tounes was founded 
by Tunisian President Beji Caid  
Essebsi in 2012 as a counterweight 
to Ennahda but the two parties have 
worked together since 2015. Their 
partnership is widely credited for 
maintaining stability during a dif-
ficult transition but is also blamed 
for political deadlock that has pre-
vented implementation of needed 
reforms.

“The ongoing efforts to maintain 
the parliamentary and government 
coalition between the nationalist 

Nidaa Tounes and the Islamist En-
nahda are delaying the implemen-
tation of Tunisia’s constitution and 
weakening its institutions,” said a 
report by the International Crisis 
Group.

“As former enemies turned part-
ners, they (Nidaa Tounes and En-
nahda) are struggling to conserve 
their political identity and internal 
cohesion… The resulting tensions, 
against a backdrop of mutual mis-
trust, are contributing to an indefi-
nite postponement of the reforms 
promised by the constitution,” the 
report stated.

“As the economy falters, nostalgia 
is spreading for a strong state mod-
elled on the former regime.”

Despite such criticism, Ennahda’s 

leader Rached Ghannouchi has re-
portedly sought to preserve the al-
liance at any cost, arguing during 
internal party meetings that the 
Nidaa Tounes-Ennahda partnership 
is the only way to keep secularists 
from “eradicating” Islamism in the 
country.

The two parties found them-
selves increasingly isolated after 

four minor coalition partners aban-
doned the coalition government this 
month.

“We have decided not only to quit 
Carthage Accord but also end our 
backing of the national unity gov-
ernment,” said Mohsen Marzouk, 
leader of the left-wing Machrou 
Tounes (Tunisia Project).

Machrou was one of 15 civil soci-
ety groups and political parties in 
2016 to sign the Carthage Accord, a 
document that outlines policy pri-
orities for the unity government.

Marzouk, a former Caid Essebsi 
aide, said “the unity government 
had become an Ennahda-Nidaa 
government and has unity only in 
name.”

The liberal AFAK Tounes (Tunisia 

Horizons), headed by former Devel-
opment, Investment and Interna-
tional Cooperation Minister Yassine 
Ibrahim, issued a similar statement, 
assailing Ennahda and secularist 
parties for “monopolising power 
and policy decision-making.”

“AFAK would no longer be a part 
of the government coalition or the 
Carthage agreement,” the statement 
added.

Following the announcement, 
four AFAK government ministers 
ended their ties with the party to re-
tain their cabinet positions.

Neither Machrou Tounes nor 
AFAK have representatives in the 
government, though both previous-
ly lent parliamentary support to the 
government.

The centre-left Joumhouri (Re-
publican) Party and the Movement 
of the People, a small Pan-Arab 
leftist group, also pulled out of the 
Carthage Agreement and withdrew 
support for the government.

The four parties leaving the ac-
cord have more than 30 seats in 
the 217-member parliament. Nidaa 
Tounes and Ennahda have a large 
majority in parliament.

The political moves are further in-
dication of the governing coalition’s 
dysfunction but are unlikely to sig-
nificantly affect the stability of the 
current government, which recently 
weathered mass protests across the 
country. Demonstrators were pro-
testing tax hikes that caused the 
prices of basic goods to increase.

Ties between Ennahda and 
Nidaa Tounes will be strained un-
til municipal elections in May but 
the two parties’ unorthodox coali-
tion is likely to be unavoidable in 
the short term as the government  
presses ahead with its 2018 legisla-
tive agenda.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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New factor. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi (C) attends a meeting with political parties, unions 
and employers in Tunis, on January 13.              (AFP)

Fraying ties between secularist and Islamist 
parties, a new factor in Tunisian politics

By inching away from 
Ennahda, Nidaa 
Tounes is hoping to 
solidify its electoral 
base, drawing from 
liberals, secularists 
and women.
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