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A 

s worshippers were 
leaving the mosque 
January 23 in Benghazi’s 
al-Sleimani neighbour-
hood, two car bombs ex-

ploded, killing more than 35 people.
Units of the Libyan National 

Army, under the command of Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar, quickly ex-
acted bloody and arbitrary revenge, 
summarily shooting prisoners at the 
site of the bombing.

Responsibility for the mosque 
blasts, like others in Libya’s cha-
otic war, has not been claimed but 
it could be attributed to any of the 
jihadist groups and their fronts that 
compete for influence in Libya’s 
fractured political landscape.

Jihadism didn’t arrive in Lib-
ya in 2011. It existed long before 
the first shots were fired against 
former Libyan leader Muammar 
Qaddafi’s troops in February of that 
year. However, it anchored itself  
within jihadist groups that revolted 
against the country’s long-time dic-
tator and flourished in the chaos 
that followed his ouster.

Foreign fighters, by their very 
presence within Libya, serve as 
marketing tools for the groups they 
support, with jihadist forces char-
acterising their presence as interna-
tional validation for their cause. 

In 2011, West African recruits 
were culled from the rump of the 
Qaddafi regime’s transient work-
force who converted to Islam and 
held up as examples of the power of 
their vision.

As Libya’s lawlessness grew, so 
too did the numbers of foreign 
fighters who travelled there to fight 
or train for jihad elsewhere. They 
exerted virtual hegemony over cit-
ies such as Derna, Sirte and large 
parts of Benghazi.

In Sabratha and elsewhere, train-
ing camps flourished, providing 
fighters to the wars in Iraq and 
Syria. Now, with the Islamic State 
(ISIS) caliphate in ruins, many 
have returned — pariahs within 

their countries of origin — seeking 
safe harbour in the country that  
trained them.

Accurate figures for the number 
of fighters in Libya are difficult to 
determine. A recent report by the 
Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy stated that 2,500-3,500 for-
eign fighters have made their way 
to Libya since the conflict began. 
The bulk — approximately 1,500 — 
were from neighbouring Tunisia 
but others travelled to Libya from 
countries as unlikely as Nepal and 
United States.

“The Islamic State was probably 
the largest group,” Aaron Zelin, the 
author of the Washington Institute’s 
report, said by phone, “However, 

after sustaining heavy casualties 
during recent conflicts, [it is] prob-
ably on a level playing field with the 
various fronts for al-Qaeda in the 
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM). We’re see-
ing potentially new networks taking 
shape within these groups, spread-
ing their reach elsewhere.”

Wherever foreign fighters go, 
networks inevitably follow. The 
historical ties between Manchester 
and the membership of Libya’s for-
merly pre-eminent jihadist force, 
the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group, 
allowed Mancunian Salman Rama-
dan Abedi to return to Libya — as 
much a foreigner as any visitor to the  
country — and establish links that 
would lead him to Manchester Arena 

and the killing of 23 people, with 
more than 500 injured in his May 
2017 attack.

Anis Amri, the Tunisia-born mili-
tant who, in December 2016, drove a 
truck into a busy Berlin marketplace, 
had been in regular contact with 
handlers in Libya since February of 
that year.

In Tunisia, the 2015 attacks at the 
Bardo National Museum in Tunis 
and the resort of Sousse, as well 
as the March 2016 assault on Ben 
Guerdane in the country’s south, 
were planned and carried out by 
Tunisian fighters trained or living in 
Libya.

Those networks are extending 
their influence from Libya to lo-
cations as diverse as Senegal, the 
Philippines and Sudan. Though the 
numbers aren’t thought to be high, 
their significance shouldn’t be un-
derestimated.

“Nobody’s suggesting that 
they’re hoping to gain territory in 
those countries.” Zelin said. “How-
ever, they’re giving us a pretty clear 
idea of what trajectory they’re tak-
ing and, if nothing happens, what 
we can expect.”

With Haftar consolidating his grip 
on many of the country’s major ur-
ban centres, incidents such as the 
bomb attack on Benghazi, rather 
than territorial conquest, are likely 
indicators of travel for Libya’s jihad-
ist groups and their foreign cohorts.

“I think terrorist attacks in Libya 
are going to be with us for some 
time, with the groups using the 
country’s (desert) south as a base 
from which to launch and train for 
them,” Zelin said.

Though the violence may be re-
ceding, Libya looks no nearer to 
a political settlement than it did 
the day after Qaddafi fled Tripoli. 
Within the chaos of rule by army 
and militia, Libya’s foreign fight-
ers and their networks fester and 
grow and, in the absence of any  
political agreement, look to  
continue to do so.
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decision by Algerian 
President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika blocking 
Prime Minister Ahmed 
Ouyahia from sell-

ing state assets cast doubt on 
Ouyahia’s political future and shed 
light on renewed political infight-
ing.

Ouyahia signed an order to put 
stakes in small state enterprises 
up for sale but the directive was 
quickly struck down by Bouteflika, 
Algerian media reported.

Ouyahia’s attempt at privatisa-
tion was part of an economic re-
form package, announced in De-
cember, that would allow some 
public-private partnerships in 
which state companies retain ma-
jority ownership.

Bouteflika’s statement did not 
condemn the selling of state assets 
but said “any privatisation must 
be approved by the president from 
the beginning to the end.”

Analysts said Bouteflika’s deci-
sion to counter Ouyahia indicated 
the prime minister’s job could be 
in danger.

“Ouyahia appears to be carried 
away by the momentum of his 
political ambitions,” said political 
analyst Djilali Benayoub. “He be-
lieves that his hour has come. That 
explains the all-out attacks on him 
from the presidential camp, his 
government record, his aides and 
his friends in the business commu-
nity.”

“The presidential order is, in 

fact, a slap on the face to Ouyahia,” 
said political analyst Mehdi Me-
henni. “It also raises the ques-
tion about what is happening in 
the presidency. Ouyahia, who has 
presidential ambitions, seeks to 
have the support of business cir-
cles that his predecessor sought to 
fight.”

Many drew comparisons be-
tween Ouyahia and Abdelmajid 
Tebboune, who was ousted as 
prime minister after only three 
months in office.

“Tebboune lost his job following 
a similar scenario because of his 
resistance to the powerful oligar-
chy,” wrote political commentator 
Omar Berbiche in the influential 
El Watan daily. Tebboune fought 
to diminish the role of money in 
politics.

Berbiche added that Ouyahia 
has been the target of “stinging at-
tacks” over his policies. Much of 
the criticism has come from politi-
cal allies.

Among those to speak out 
against Ouyahia were National Lib-
eration Front Secretary-General 
Djamel Ould Abbes and Chakib 
Khelil, a former energy minister 
who was accused in a high-profile 
corruption scandal in 2010.

When that scandal broke, 
Ouyahia was one of the few senior 

Algerian officials to support Khe-
lil, who was subject to an interna-
tional arrest warrant and lived in 
self-exile in the United States until 
it was lifted early last year.

Despite the attacks on Ouyahia, 
economists said his plan to priva-
tise state companies is necessary.

“The prime minister’s move is a 
response to a reality most experts 
agree on,” said Algerian econo-
mist Alexander Kateb. “The sale of 
stakes of state companies is part of 
reforms which had been put off for 
several years.

“Paying the debts of these mon-
ey-losing companies costs the gov-
ernment several billion US dollars 
per year. It makes sense to transfer 
such a burden to the private sec-
tor.”

Algeria has about 1,200 state 
companies employing 400,000 
workers, government figures state. 
An estimated 80% of the compa-
nies failed to make a profit.

However, with presidential elec-
tions in 2019, the social and politi-
cal costs of Ouyahia’s plan could be 
high.

“Such an operation is risky as 
most of these enterprises are not 
viable and are likely to end on 
the scrap heap as their buyers are 
mostly interested in their real es-
tate assets,” said Kateb, adding the 
move could result in the loss of 
tens of thousands of jobs.

In 1996, a privatisation campaign 
spearheaded by Ouyahia led to the 
sale of about 1,000 state enterpris-
es and the loss of 130,000 jobs.

“That operation was ill-pre-
pared,” said Kateb. “It caused the 
disappearance of state firms and 
the de-industrialisation of the 

country and discredited the value 
of reforms to the public.”

Bouteflika’s public move to 
block Ouyahia from carrying out 
the sell-off earned the president 
praise from nationalist and social-
ist parties.

Analysts said Ouyahia would 
be careful not to make further de-
cisions on privatisation without 
working with the president.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Limits on power. Algerian Prime Minister Ahmed Ouyahia leaves 
the podium after presenting the government’s programme to the 
parliament, last September.                                                                    (AFP)

Bloody reminder. Libyans walk at the scene of an explosion in the eastern city of Benghazi, on January 24. 
(AFP)

 Bouteflika’s 
decision to counter 
Ouyahia shed light 
on renewed political 
infighting.

A recent report by the 
Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy 
stated that 2,500-3,500 
foreign fighters have 
made their way 
to Libya since the 
conflict began. 
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