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Executive Summary 
 

Libya is among the most 

intractable conflicts in the world 

today. Despite UN Secretary 

General Guterres’s global appeal 

for a cessation of violence during 

Covid-19 conditions—and the 

initial positive response from 

Libya’s chief combatant General 

Khalifa Haftar—intense fighting 

continues. Libya remains in the 

grips of a multi-faceted conflict that has brought regional, religious, tribal, personal and 

financial differences to the fore, as well as external intervention on both sides of the conflict. 

Nearly ten foreign countries have stakes in the present-day Libyan civil war dating back to 

2014, with the country’s collapse beginning even prior to that.  

Even today, after its descent into renewed conflict and dysfunction, Libya remains a mass of 

contradictions that defy easy categorization and distinguish its pathology from current 

catastrophes like Yemen. 

In 2014, the Libya National Army (LNA), a force based in the East formed in opposition to 

Islamist extremism and to tensions with the prevailing government in Tripoli, launched a 

multi-year assault to dislodge extremists and reassert control, initially in Benghazi. Under the 

command of Khalifa Haftar, the LNA ultimately succeeded in dislodging extremists from the 

town, but at the cost of considerable physical destruction. , The LNA went on to launch a 

similar operation in Derna, which ultimately succeeded in 2018. After skirmishes in various 

parts of the country, including the south, in April, 2019, Haftar launched a stunning, ill-advised 

assault on Tripoli itself. The ‘battle for Tripoli’ has engulfed the country in renewed turmoil. 

Among other steps, the East has prevented oil from being exported from the Sirte Basin, 

denying Tripoli its source of revenue. 

Despite that, the National Oil Corporation and the (main) Central Bank have otherwise 

continued to function. In short, Libya is not comparable to Venezuela, which has seen its oil 

infrastructure collapse, but rather seen the contest over oil drive the conflict and, now, a 

significant tactic. 

Sporadic international efforts, including a major effort in Berlin in January, have achieved 

little. The UN-led parley in late 2015 in Skhirat, Morocco ‘succeeded’ in getting a hand- picked, 

unrepresentative selection of Libyan leaders to sign the “Libyan Political Agreement.” The LPA 

envisioned a shared, Government of National Accord (GNA), with a 
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range of representational bodies. Due to the perceived lack of legitimacy of the signatories, 

leaders in the East have rejected almost all of the formal institutions of the GNA, and 

fulsomely oppose its leadership. The GNA enjoys international recognition, including from the 

United States and Europe, but remains a government of “national unity” in name only. 

In light of the country’s political deadlock, then UN 
Special Representative Ghassan Salame unveiled in 
2017 his ‘Action Plan’ to amend the LPA, 
restructure the government, and approve a new 
Constitution and electoral law through an inclusive 
“National Conference.” It was on the eve of the 
National Conference last April – the product of a 
multi-year, intensive consultation with ordinary 
Libyan citizens and prominent figures alike – that 
Haftar and the LNA initiated a lightning assault on 
Tripoli. Ten months later, combat continues, with 
an escalating role of outsiders like Turkey and 
Russia. Citing exhaustion, Salame has resigned his 
position. Interspersed with these efforts were high- 
level gatherings of Haftar and his primary 
counterpart, GNA Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj that 
have yet to achieve any breakthroughs. Until 
recently, there has been simply no trust among the 
leaders and – given their continued outside support – no reason for them to halt. Recent 
developments on the battlefield may change that. Since January, Turkey’s intensified, hands-
on support on behalf of the GNA has steadily and dramatically shifted the military 
momentum. The LNA has been pushed back from the outskirts of Tripoli some fifty miles 
southeast near Tarhouna. Sophisticated Turkish weapons systems, operated by Turkish 
soldiers not Libyans, have mostly neutralized the LNA’s ability to conduct offensive 
operations. 

Turkey also imported a substantial number of fighters from the Syrian war. This contributed 

to the dangerous admixture of militias and groups supporting the GNA, including some – by 

no means a plurality let alone a majority – radical Islamist groups. The LNA has also reportedly 

received some support from Syria, but the numbers are likely much smaller for the 

straightforward fact that Bashar Assad is in no position to take fighters away from his war in 

Syria. 

Also misunderstood is the role of mercenaries in the war. It’s true that a number of fighters 

are mercenaries, but neither on the GNA or LNA side have mercenaries made the crucial 

difference. Russia’s Wagner Group played a significant role in the LNA’s advance towards 

Tripoli earlier this year, but these forces are only in Libya with the approval of Moscow, i.e. 
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they are hardly unaccountable mercenaries. Haftar’s forces are far from containing 

exclusively mercenaries, as he depends on crucial tribal and local support in addition to 

fighters from the East. 

Most of the militias who rushed to the aide of Tripoli are paid – one of the major problems 

with security in Libya – but money was not the only motive that drew them into defense of 

Tripoli as Haftar launched and maintained his assault. Child mercenaries, like migrants of all 

ages, could well be among the fighting forces of both sides. With no international monitoring, 

the solution to their plight, to the extent reports are accurate, is to end the fighting as soon 

as possible, while bringing pressure on the parties to ensure they are not using child soldiers. 

The LNA’s overextended supply lines are threatened. Haftar’s position has so obviously 

weakened that his authority has been openly challenged in his Eastern bastion by Parliament 

leader Aguilah Saleh. Saleh’s peace-reform proposal forced the embarrassed Haftar into a 

effectively declaring himself Libya’s dictator – as his LNA forces have been rolled back and 

exposed. 

This means that Turkey and Tripoli know they have the momentum, making a ceasefire 

improbable. It remains to be seen how Haftar’s weakness will play out in the East, where 

other, more reasonable figures are in waiting. In the end, it is unlikely that Libyans can bring 

themselves to peace, however welcome such a development would be. A much more serious 

international strategy is needed rather than splashy international conferences along with 

empty pledges – by both the Libyans and the internationals. 

With the fighting at a crucial point, the time is ripe for the U.S. to step forward at a senior 

level, ideally appointing a special envoy for Libya. Tensions between Russia and Turkey give 

Washington additional impetus to act as mediator – a role that could also yield benefits for 

U.S. objectives in Syria as well. The idea would be to seize the opportunity created by the 

Berlin process, and the multiple rounds of Geneva talks, along with the temporary balance of 

fear playing out in Tripoli. Washington’s goal 

should be to convince the key sponsors of both 

sides, beginning with Ankara, to a detailed 

ceasefire plan that would see the forces move 

back to defined positions. Washington should 

also insist that the UN in some fashion – initially 

only through air assets provided by member 

states, including the U.S. – monitor the ceasefire. 

A serious political proposal to finally end the 

conflict is essential. 

Background and Recent History 
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Libya is the world’s most perplexing conflict. Less than a decade ago, the country’s plight was 

cause for rare consensus among world powers (including Russia), which joined the U.S., 

Britain, and France, as well as the Arab League, and prominent humanitarians in backing 

military intervention. Today, Libya remains in the grips of a multi-faceted conflict that has 

brought regional, religious, tribal, personal and financial differences to the fore. It has also 

ripped apart international consensus, driving Russian resentment (manifested by its Syria 

policy and its rediscovered interest in Libya), dividing Paris and Rome, and fueling a self- 

generating regional conflict pitting Turkey and Qatar on one side, (with latent Algerian 

interest), and the United Arab Emirates and Egypt (with latent Saudi interest) on the other, 

alongside a newly engaged Russia. Libya is also the source of one of the most politicized 

foreign policy events in US history: the tragic attack on the U.S. presence in Benghazi in 

September, 2012. 

In retrospect, Libya seems like an unlikely candidate for intractable conflict and 

contentiousness. The country has a small population of about 6.7 million citizens, the largest 

oil and gas reserves in Africa, a relatively strong Libyan national identity, an educated elite, 

relative respect for women’s rights, and it lies far from the ‘Shiite crescent’, meaning no 

possibility of the sectarian conflict that has torn apart the Levant and Gulf. In short, there was 

and is no “perfect storm” of conditions that primed Libyans to go to war with each other and 

have attracted outsiders to take sides. 

Even today, after its descent into renewed conflict and dysfunction, Libya remains a mass of 

contradictions that defy easy categorization and distinguish its pathology from current 

catastrophes like Yemen: 

o There is little discernible order, and yet the country is not completely chaotic. 

o The country is at risk of splitting up, yet the conflict – with all its bitter, historical 

regional differences – does not appear to be headed in this direction. 

o There is fighting in the current civil war, yet casualties are relatively low. 

o There is also massive corruption, and distrust, yet the National Oil Corporation and 

the (main) Central Bank seem to function (although the seizure of the Sirte Basin by 

forces loyal to Khalifa Haftar, who has the title Field Marshal from the breakaway 

government in Tobruk for his misnamed Libya National Army (LNA), has put severe 

pressure on revenues.) In short, 

o Libya is no Venezuela, which has seen its oil infrastructure collapse. 

 

 

o Neither the Government of National Accord (GNA) in the West, nor its rival in the East 

provide much in the way of services amidst the conflict, and while there has been 
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internal displacement, and through-migration of foreigners, there appears to be no 

mass movement of Libyans fleeing the country. 

o The role of Islam is a significant element in the conflict, yet there are sharp 

disagreements from Libyans themselves and outsiders about whether the GNA 

government in Tripoli is Islamist (its backers insist that it is not) and whether the 

opposing LNA coalition and related institutions in the East led by Marshal Haftar is 

largely secular (its critics insist that it is not, pointing to Islamists in the coalition; LNA 

defenders say these are ‘Madkhali-Salafists’ who are not as extreme.) 

o Libya is not a first-rank jihadist state, yet a not insignificant percentage of Libyans 

joined the jihad in Syria, and Libyan nationals, trained in the country, carried out a 

terrorist attack in Manchester, England in May, 2017. 

o There are Islamists in the country, including jihadists like ISIS and Ansar al Sharia, and 

yet both the recognized GNA and the LNA have participated in anti-jihadist operations. 

Each has suffered from direct terrorist attacks. 

In short, Libya is a country that is in much more disarray than it should be. Indeed, the very 

absence of obvious drivers of conflict is why Libya has become such a cautionary tale – a case 

study in the perils of humanitarian intervention. The name, “Libya” has today become a by-

word for mistake, for morass, for the unintended consequences of noble actions. President 

Barack Obama has ruefully acknowledged that Libya, particularly the failure to plan 

adequately for the aftermath of the intervention against Qaddafi, as among his greatest 

regrets. 

Libya has defied repeated domestic and diplomatic efforts to emerge from revolution and 

subsequently to arrest the slide into fratricide. Following the initial post-revolutionary efforts, 

Libya has seen three major endeavors: First, a Libyan-organized election in 2014 that capped 

a period of rising tensions and insurgent violence beginning in 2012. The election sharpened 

political divisions, leading to 

open civil war, the establishment 

of a breakaway government, 

House of Representatives, 

central bank and military in the 

East of the country, in opposition 

to Tripoli. The fighting and 

associated loss of governance 

paved the 

 

way for extremists including ISIS to consolidate their positions in Libya. The presence of 

extremists was the catalyst for the formation of the Libyan National Army under former 
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Libyan general Khalifa Haftar, appointed Field Marshal by the breakaway Eastern government 

based in Tobruk. 

In 2014, Haftar’s forces launched a multi-year assault initially on Benghazi, ultimately 

succeeding in dislodging extremists from the town, but at the cost of massive physical 

destruction. The LNA went on to launch a similar anti-extremist effort in Derna, which 

ultimately succeeded in 2018. Meanwhile, a similarly destructive endeavor took place against 

ISIS in the western town of Sirte with the combined backing of militias loyal to the Tripoli 

Government of National Accord, militias from the town of Misrata, both with the backing of 

US forces. These parallel successful anti-extremist endeavors did nothing to bridge the gap 

between Eastern and Western Libyan factions. 

Second, a UN-led effort in late 2015 in Skhirat, Morocco among contending Libyan leaders 

who signed the “Libyan Political Agreement.” The LPA envisioned a shared, Government of 

National Accord (GNA), with a range of representational bodies. Due to the perceived lack of 

legitimacy of leading figures hand-picked by the UN, as well as the requirement to 

subordinate command of the military to the Presidency Council in Tripoli, leaders in the East 

have rejected almost all of the formal institutions of the GNA, and fulsomely oppose its 

leadership. The GNA enjoys international recognition, including from the United States, but 

remains a government of “national unity” in name only. 

Third, recognizing the country’s political deadlock, then UN Special Representative Ghassan 

Salame unveiled in 2017 his ‘Action Plan’ to amend the LPA, restructure the government, and 

approve a new Constitution and electoral law through an inclusive “National Conference.” It 

was on the eve of the National Conference last April – the product of a multi-year, intensive 

consultation with ordinary Libyan citizens and prominent figures alike – that Haftar, 

commander of the East-based Libyan National Army began his lightning assault on Tripoli. Ten 

months later, combat continues, with an escalating role of outsiders like Turkey and Russia. 

Citing exhaustion, Salame has resigned his position. 

Interspersed with these efforts were high-level gatherings of Haftar and his primary 

counterpart, GNA Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj:  in Paris in 2017, at least two meetings in 

Abu Dhabi, in 2017 and 2019, in Palermo in 2019, and most recently in Moscow, in January of 

this year. None of these gatherings led to any lasting understanding or cessation of hostilities 

or advancement towards critical milestones like new elections. Even Russian President 

Vladimir Putin this past January failed to browbeat his nominal client, Khalifa Haftar, 

commander of the breakaway coalition of forces known as the Libyan National Army (LNA), 

to accept and abide by a ceasefire. 

The recent major international effort, held in 
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Berlin in late January under the auspices of 

Chancellor Angela Merkel and former UN envoy 

Salame for the first time brought only outside 

actors – not the Libyan belligerents themselves – 

to the table. The resulting communique is an 

impressive, comprehensive specimen of conflict 

management with five core elements: ceasefire; 

arms embargo; return to the political process; 

security sector reform; economic and financial reform; respect for humanitarian law and 

human rights. Though it lacks some important details, the “Berlin Process” final communique 

represents agreement at least by the enablers of the conflict (and others) to the foundation 

for an eventual negotiated settlement. 

Unfortunately, on the ground, the parties are currently engaged in fierce fighting in and 

around Tripoli’s main airport. The all-important political, military and economic talks held in 

Geneva under Salame’s auspices, meant to undergird the shaky truce, have been suspended. 

Salame initially declared the truce “on the verge of breakdown;” his subsequent resignation 

served as confirmation. Effectively, Salame’s departure has shattered the notion that, with a 

few concessions here and there and a bit more restraint by outside enablers, the 2015 Libya 

Political Agreement could be resurrected. 

Indeed, while the signatories in Berlin once again declared that “there is no military solution 

to the conflict,” the parties on the ground at the moment seem intent on proving them wrong. 

Military dynamics have overtaken political ones as the fighting enters a dangerous, potentially 

decisive stage: 

o The internationally recognized, beleaguered Government of National Accord (GNA) in 

Tripoli is determined to drive Haftar’s LNA out of Tripolitania, a setback that could 

presage the collapse of Haftar’s loose coalition of forces. For his part, Haftar is 

determined to drive out the approximately 2,000 Turkish and Syrian mercenaries 

brought in by Ankara. Haftar would also like to achieve his long standing goal of 

disbanding the Tripoli militias, in part through financial pressure brought by LNA 

control of key oil terminals it now controls in the Sirte Basin. Each side apparently 

believes it can achieve its aims. 

o o Turkey is under increasing pressure due to the severe escalation in Syria. This could 

affect its ability to resupply the GNA at this potentially decisive clash. 

o o Haftar’s benefactor Egypt was taken entirely by surprise by Turkey’s deployment of 

critical defensive and offensive assets immediately after the declaration of the 

ceasefire. In response, Cairo may be willing to respond directly, with its own forces, to 

ensure that the LNA does not fall back beyond a set limit. The risk is real of 

 

 



 

9 

 

escalation which would bring Egyptian and Turkish and/or Turkish supported forces 

into contact. 

Can the Berlin Process be rescued and put Libya on the path to 

reduced tension and dialogue?   
 

The answer has three dimensions: the balance of forces now playing out near Tripoli; the 

several flaws and limitations in the Berlin agreement itself; and the wider dynamics in Libya 

that are unaddressed by the agreement. 

WAs in any dynamic conflict, there are 

inherent challenges to attaining a 

durable ceasefire. Whichever side 

perceives it has momentary advantage, 

often seeks to press that advantage, 

just as the temporarily vulnerable side 

wishes to abide by the ceasefire 

(potentially to resupply and recuperate 

in order to reattack). The situation at 

the moment is too fluid to predict. 

Dramatic battlefield developments on developments – could introduce new political 

dynamics that might create brief openings for further diplomacy. However, it is unlikely that 

the UN, alone, is in a position to seize the advantage of any fleeting opportunity. The UN’s 

inherent weakness was on full display last April, as Haftar launched his surprise attack – 

shortly after meeting with the Secretary- General Antonio Gutteres. 

The Berlin agreement itself presents additional challenges to Salame and his colleagues in 

trying to convince the sides to return to the truce: 

o The absence, by design of German Chancellor Angela Merkel and Salame, of the 

parties themselves from Berlin. While this aided the talks, and put the onus on the 

outsider enablers of the Libyan belligerents to accept their own responsibility, it 

softened any obligation of the parties to abide by the terms. 

o The absence, by lack of political will including within the UN, of any outside ceasefire 

monitoring force. With no third-party present to call out violations, the truce relies 

principally on the good will of the parties and variable pressures of their sponsors. 

Given the proximity of the front lines, and the anxiety of each side about one side or 

the other – or the fear of such sudden tactical moves by the other (often driven by the 

arrival of new armaments), self-enforcement is unlikely. 
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o The absence of any concrete way of achieving essential goals of the Berlin 

communique. For example, the document repeats the LPA’s call for disarmament and 

demobilization of militias – the existence of which is among the single biggest drivers 

of instability in Libya. Yet there is no indication that any of the signatory countries 

would step up with on-site assistance to the parties in achieving this critical and 

daunting measure. 

o The absence, again due to lack of political will, of any enforcement mechanism for the 

otherwise high-minded pledges of outsiders towards “non-interference” or respect 

for the arms embargo. The EU has long had a mechanism for enforcement of the arms 

embargo yet did not stop a single vessel (non-Libyan.) Libya’s geography, with the 

enormous, wide open borders with Egypt, also defy enforcement. The idea that the 

very parties who deny they are violating the embargo – in the face of clear evidence 

to the contrary – would suddenly restrain themselves is highly unlikely. Just as the 

parties on the ground do not trust each other, so it is with the outside sponsors – each 

of whom is driven foremost by fear of ceding advantage to the other. For example, 

the importation of foreign fighters by Turkey drives anxiety in Egypt and the UAE. 

o The exploitation of the belligerents themselves, particularly Haftar, of the anxieties of 

the sponsors. Even though he is almost wholly dependent upon his outside patrons in 

Cairo, Abu Dhabi, and Moscow, (and to a lesser degree, France), for support, Haftar 

can afford to shrug off their advice and even their demands, knowing that a 

catastrophic setback of the LNA is not an option. Haftar could afford to take the risk 

of his reckless assault on Tripoli, based on faulty intelligence that militias in the capital 

would “switch sides,” knowing that his backers could not afford to see his forces 

collapse. 

o The fact that the outside sponsors show no signs of exhaustion and no signs of political 

rapprochement. Indeed, the breakdown in Syria between Turkey and the Russian-

backed Syrian regime is likely to increase Ankara’s incentives to thwart Moscow’s new 

client, even as it weighs on Turkish capabilities. Likewise, there is little evident 

rapprochement between the UAE and its rivals Qatar and Turkey, each 
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o of whom is highly invested in their respective Libyan clients and determined not to 

allow their rival to claim victory. As for Egypt, it has an enduring, active security 

interest in Libya regardless of any regional competition with Turkey and Qatar. It also 

has the greatest ability to intervene directly, with its own ground and air forces. 

None of these weaknesses outweigh the vital consensus attained in Berlin on the pathway to 

peace. Paradoxically, the high-stakes fighting now raging near the strategic airport location is 

the best opportunity for Western powers – the U.S. and European allies – for a breakthrough 

ceasefire and, critically, a withdraw of forces to defined lines. 

On the European side, this is problematic. In one sense, Berlin was an ideal host for the Libya 

parley since the Germans have no direct interests in Libya, unlike their European Union 

partners France and Italy. But the absence of German interest also translates to the absence 

of German influence. Meanwhile, 

Paris and Rome see Libya quite differently. The French are deeply concerned about extremists 

in Fezzan (southern Libya), as it continues its struggle against the same scourge in the Sahel. 

This inclines Paris to back Haftar, who also can be helpful in protecting French oil and gas 

interests in Libya. By contrast, Rome sees its interests protected by Tripoli, both on oil and 

gas, and in stepped up control of trans-Libyan migrants seeking to get to Italy. Rome is also 

severely burdened by the country’s brutal colonial past in Libya. 

Haftar and his main counterpart, GNA Prime Minister al-Sarraj, and their respective foreign 

sponsors are well aware of the partisan leanings of France and Italy, neither of whom can 

serve as a decisive outside actor in the conflict. Russia’s interest and investment in Libya, 

while growing and dangerous, cannot be compared to its endeavor in Syria. As a partisan 

acting principally on one side, Moscow, too, lacks decisive influence. Rapidly mounting 

tensions with Ankara also disqualify Moscow for a central peacemaking role. 

That, of course, leaves only one viable outside actor: the United States. Indeed, across the 

spectrum in Libya, and among key regional actors, there have been vocal, consistent calls for 

Washington to take a leadership role. Underscoring Washington’s surprising, continuing 

appeal—in light of it having effectively sat out this conflict, in spite of having interests in 

stability there Libyans have put aside their disappointment at the Trump Administration’s 

harsh visa requirements. Washington brings the perceived fairness of the UN along with the 

clout that it lacks. 

Unfortunately, Washington has shown little appetite for serious engagement in Libya. 

Secretary of State Mike Pompeo attended the Berlin meeting, but otherwise revealed no 

vision to lead the follow-on effort. Somewhat like the Obama Administration, the Trump 

Administration has stood back from Libya, ensured that Embassy staff are based in Tunis, well 
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clear of Tripoli, and focused mainly on counter-terrorism efforts through US AFRICOM (of 

course, the U.S. led the 2011 allied war—backed by both NATO and the UN Security Council—

that defeated former Libyan leader Colonel Qaddafi’s army and prevented widespread 

bloodshed among civilian Libyans, although preferring to “lead from behind” it left any post-

conflict stabilization efforts to European allies, who failed to muster the will to intervene as 

they initially pledged to do). USAID also operates from Tunis and has only a limited portfolio 

in the country. 

Nominally, the U.S. stands with the UN 

and allies in backing the GNA in Tripoli. 

However,  President Trump held a phone 

conversation with Haftar shortly after the 

LNA commander had launched his assault, 

widely seen at the time (but 

misinterpreted) as an expression of full 

American support. 

Otherwise, the State Department has been studiously cautious in its approach. 

The U.S. Ambassador recently visited Eastern Libya to encourage Haftar to pursue a political 

settlement along the process set out in Berlin, but there is no indication of an all-out effort 

by the Embassy to press both sides to halt the fighting. Indeed, the Embassy noted that 

Ambassador Norland would visit Tripoli only “when security conditions permit.”  

With the fighting at a critical stage, now is the time for the US to step forward and finally play 

the leading diplomatic role that only Washington can play – and that the Libyans want the US 

to play. Salame’s departure paves the way for a senior American to succeed him as Libya 

envoy. This could be Stephanie Williams, Salame’s able American deputy, or the  

Administration could reach out to a more political appointee. What’s imperative is that 

Washington accept the need to make sure Salame’s replacement succeeds. This will mean a 

more sober, realistic grasp of Libya’s deep divisions. A new concept will have to be created 

for Libya, one grounded in the notion that: 

◼ The LPA cannot be resurrected. 



 

13 

 

◼ The GNA cannot demand central control of the Libyan defense and security, as long as 

it is itself dependent upon unregulated, unaccountable militias for security. 

◼ The East, including the LPA, will have to make irreversible concessions to agreed- upon 

national authority. 

◼ At a senior level, ideally appointing a special envoy for Libya. The idea would be to 

seize the opportunity created by the sound Berlin process along with the temporary 

balance of fear playing out in Tripoli. 

Absent a stepped-up American role, or a decisive development on the battlefield, it is 

hard to see how the situation in Libya will improve. Indeed, even with a durable 

ceasefire, the U.S. will still have to do some heavy lifting behind the scenes to help the 

UN-led process. What is often overlooked in Libya is that the conflict now raging is 

driven by more than personal animus of the parties. Outsiders tend to zero in on the 

problematic personality of Haftar. But even if the aging and somewhat infirm 

commander were to suffer his demise, there is no guarantee that this would propel 

the sides into agreement. 

Among the major differences and challenges that would survive Haftar: 

o The historic regional tension between Tripolitania and Cyrenaica, that Haftar 

expresses, not that he created. 

o Resentment in the East over the control and maldistribution of oil revenue. 

o Rejection of putting Eastern security forces under the control of a civilian government 

in Tripoli that is dependent on militias – that it cannot control, that have dubious 

influences, including in some cases of an Islamist nature, and that threaten 

o the government itself. 

o The lack of an agreed interim Constitution to serve as the foundation document for 

o government, including for relative distribution of power. The parties are still at odds 

over the draft Constitution produced by the elected Constitutional assembly, a 

reflection of the deeper conflict at play in Libya. 

o The lack of an electoral law as the prerequisite for holding elections to replace the 

current set of leaders (who share an interest in perpetuating their hold on power). 

o The lack of transparency in Tripoli in virtually all major facets, especially related to oil 

and gas contracts, disbursements, issuance of letters of credit. 

o The absence of functioning institutions in both the East and West. 

o The mountain of unsustainable debt in the East.   
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It is important to discern the real lessons from the well-intentioned, ill-fated intervention, lest 

the major take-away become the simplistic and misleading, “never go in.” As the still-

unfinished war Syria has shown, staying out of Syria (except for the support to the Kurdish-

led fight against ISIS and limited intervention over the use of chemical weapons), has not 

spared Syria, the region, Europe or even the U.S. the consequences of conflagration. Allowing 

Bashar Assad to remain unopposed by the West has yielded carnage in the hundreds of 

thousands (perhaps a half-million deaths) and led to a political crisis in Europe. 

 

I. Libya, the Preventable Conflict 
 

Libya would appear to be the least likely candidate for a non-threatening external 

intervention intended to prevent conflict. Libya’s civil war, with multiple foreign powers 

intervening on both sides, is on the cusp of becoming if not the next Syria, certainly a wider 

civil-turned proxy war. The important coastal city of Sirte has recently fallen, and the battle 

over the capital Tripoli has been joined by an influx of foreign mercenaries who have worked 

with the LNA to cut off the GNA’s oil exports. 

In a country equally surprising for teaching the world a series of “lessons learned” over the 

years—redolent of everything from “responsibility to protect” to “lead from behind” to “the 

day after”—seemingly the most ironic, if not tragic, is that involving conflict prevention. 

Conflict prevention remains high on the agenda, for example, of Secretary General Guterres, 

but it can be a tough nut to crack. 

According to conventional wisdom, Libya 

has long been a morass of instability and 

strife, an archetypal example of how 

difficult both conflict prevention and post-

conflict stabilization can be, in short a 

poster child of the perils of nation building. 

However, a more accurate account of its 

recent history holds that after the forcible 

removal of its long-standing leader Colonel 

Qaddafi in 2011, Libya was in fact stable 

for two years prior to the onset of instability, as well as another year or so of increasing 

instability before eventually sliding more fully into intermittent conflict. 

Casting aside the myth that Libya descended directly into post-Qaddafi chaos, a closer look at 

the early years and the squandering of a viable conflict prevention opportunity by Western 

powers is revealing. It took nearly three years for the gradual proliferation of armed militias 
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in Tripoli to begin tilting the balance of power away from the initial prevalence of political 

leaders and bureaucrats, and toward the eventual political takeover by armed groups. 

In the field of what the UN calls peacebuilding, the EU crisis management, NATO stabilization 

and reconstruction, and the U.S. reconstruction and stabilization, the emphasis is almost 

always on non-military post-conflict stabilization operations. Seldom are conflict prevention 

operations attempted, in large part because on the one hand they are notoriously difficult to 

achieve, and the other because opportunities for potentially successful conflict prevention 

are rare (moreover, if you claim to have prevented a conflict, with no yardstick by which to 

measure this outcome it can be dicey). 

In fact, the international community missed not one, but two, propitious conflict prevention 

opportunities in Libya. The first came as the Tripoli-based militias began to assert themselves 

openly on the streets of the capital, prior to resorting to armed violence.  

It was Germany that abstained on the covering UN Security Council resolution, thereafter 

pledging to U.S. officials to compensate for this “error” by prevailing on fellow EU countries 

to mount a post conflict stabilization operation (which at the time it agreed to bankroll). 

However, in Brussels the EU failed to achieve the requisite unanimity necessary to launch 

such an operation. Before long, with the U.S. already sidestepping leadership, the EU was 

clamoring to take up its customary second fiddle position. As such, the initial western conflict 

prevention opportunity was squandered. 

It was not until the summer of 2014 that Libya descended into full-fledged conflict, and soon 

thereafter to a low-grade civil war. These factors kept matters largely unstable until the UN 

managed to stand up the GNA in 2017. This was an against the odds achievement for the UN, 

in light of how powerful the militia’s sway over Libya’s leaders had become.  

A certain degree of credit goes to then UN SRSG Salame—and also to Prime Minister Sarraj. 

At that juncture Libya was suffering through a triad of mid-level instability:  the newfound 

presence of ISIS in Sirte, the political instability that featured rival parliaments in Tripoli and 

Benghazi, and the attempt by the LNA to take the country by force in the east. 

At the time Haftar held sway merely in eastern Libya. Sarraj with Salame’s help appealed to 

both NATO and the EU, with success. Each in turn agreed, with decisions of the North Atlantic 

Council and the EU’s Political and Security Committee, to stand up civilian stabilization 

operations in Libya. And herein lies the rub. Despite these formal mission approvals in their 

respective Brussels headquarters, neither organization ended up fully implementing the 

relatively well-planned operations. Fears of sending civilian stabilizers into a sort of, on again 

off again civil war however, ultimately proved overriding. 

This amounted to double jeopardy for Sarraj and his country. The UN could only accomplish 

so much on its own, having already done the lion share of work by knocking the heads of the 
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militia leaders together to broker the agreement to launch the GNA in the first place. What 

was required was a complete mission implementation of the “global triumvirate,” the EU and 

NATO alongside the UN. In the absence of the unified phalanx of the international community, 

Haftar calculated that the UN alone could not prevent his military ambitions. 

For had both NATO and the EU fully followed through, with the full-fledged support of the 

U.S. the full alarm military crisis in the southern sections of Tripoli would not have 

happened—nor would the interventions of Russia, Egypt, UAE, Saudi Arabia, and France on 

the side of Haftar, and Italy, Qatar, Turkey, and the regional northern, western and Tripoli- 

based militias on the side of the GNA and the international community. 

Not dissimilar from Yemen, Libya is 

only the most recent intervention aim 

of the Crown Princes of Saudi Arabia 

and the UAE, Mohammed bin Salman 

and Mohammed bin Zayid. As 

elsewhere in the region, these 

governments are contributing 

significantly to the destabilization of 

Libya in a kind of Great Game of the 

Mediterranean Sea—with the UAE even setting up its own military base the in east of the 

country, while Egypt has hosted a Russia base. 

France is an odd stakeholder in the Libyan conflict. On the one hand, it has been working with 

Germany to try to broker peace conferences with all the warring parties, which is in sync with 

it being a member of both NATO and the EU who recognize the GNA and Prime Minister 

Sarraj. On the other hand, France has surprised some observers by backing Haftar, who won 

French support by eliminating the southern Libyan border camps of Central African Republic 

al-Qaeda-linked insurgents who had been threatening the CAR government.  

Despite alleged war crimes of the LNA, France has persisted in supporting Haftar with a 

modest number of French special forces, arms, training, and battlefield strategy advice, e.g. 

French special forces have been spotted in the LNA staging “base” south of Tripoli. Even 

during the Berlin proceedings the French tried to shift the substance in favor of Haftar. While 

its intervention is on a smaller scale than Russia and UAE’s pro-Haftar roles, nonetheless the 

evidence demonstrates that France is simultaneously intervening on both sides of the Libyan 

conflict.  

Not entirely unlike France, the Trump Administration could perhaps rightfully be accused of 

malign neglect, as Libya is is proving to be a prominent signpost of the Trump Doctrine of 

aggressive isolationism. Mistakenly referred to as a grand strategy of strategic restraint, the 

contradictory principles at the heart of the Trump Doctrine have this Administration 
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simultaneously intervening abroad and withdrawing from the global scene e.g. abandoning 

the Kurds in Syria yet sending thousands of U.S. troops to Saudi Arabia.  

NATO and the EU bear a significant degree of responsibility for Libya devolving to the point 

of a second civil war, less so in the UN’s case. Salame made marked progress over the last 

year against the odds, and though he has departed it would appear that Secretary-General 

Guterres remains fully engaged. Considering Turkey’s incipient large scale intervention on the 

side of the GNA, it too should contribute to efforts to forge a ceasefire followed by a 

comprehensive peace deal. 

 

II. Assessment and Recommended Actions 
 

The real puzzle of Libya is why the foremost lesson from the Iraq war – “be sure you have a 

thorough plan for security after deposing a dictator” – was not readily apparent to the British, 

French, and Americans as they considered intervention in 2011 (initially to stop Qaddafi from 

a bloodbath in Benghazi that rapidly morphed into a regime change operation). The failure to 

do so is why the British wisely avoid using the term “lessons learned,” in their reviews of 

military campaigns. 

What is particularly baffling is that it was known that security institutions in Libya – as with all 

the country’s institutions – were hollow (more so than in Iraq), with loyalty, not competence, 

the essential commodity. Also overlooked was the way that Qaddafi obtained loyalty, not just 

through routine Stalinist purges and assassinations, but also by relying on tribal loyalties and 

tribal rivalries, playing potential threats off against one another. In both Iraq and Libya, tribal 

consciousness co-existed with post-Nasserite dictatorship. It is no coincidence that as 

fugitives, both Saddam and Qaddafi 

sought refuge in their tribal homelands. 

To this day, Qaddafi loyalists vie for 

influence in today’s splintered Libyan 

landscape. 

Qaddafi’s iron rule obscured the 

tensions he faced in dealing with 

Islamist religiosity in the country. The 

notorious 1996 massacre at Abu Salim 

prison in Tripoli, was a window into the 

effort by the dictator to bring Islamists to heel. The incident became the most important 

internal catalyst for the 2011 revolution, after the external inspiration from Tunisia and Egypt. 
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And unlike in neighboring Egypt, the security apparatus in Libya was also an active belligerent 

in the 2011 hostilities, not a perceived “respected neutral” like the Egyptian Army, which 

could be counted on to stand aside while protesters and dictator battled it out (and ultimately 

intercede.) On what basis then would Qaddafi’s forces, then preparing a massive assault on 

civilians in Benghazi suddenly change their stripes? Why would they not fear revenge attacks? 

What third-party would enter Libya and halt the retribution?  

Who would erect a successor security force, ensuring that it would remain accountable to the 

people through their elected representatives and appointed officials? Who would ensure that 

recruitment to the police and army would be balanced and fair, based on merit as well as 

demography?  Who would organize, train and equip those security forces? Who would set up 

companion rule of law institutions – particularly the courts, notoriously the most difficult 

institution to erect in any transition country? And who would provide security while all these 

processes were slowly taking shape? 

It is worth probing how the need to provide for security – the yawning problem at the root of 

the on-going hostilities – was missed even in the aftermath of the intervention. 

First, the Libyans themselves were sanguine on the subject. Libyans were universally 

convinced that Libya would “become another Dubai,” within two or three years. The claim 

was repeated so often, it became a cliché. Libyans were convinced that they would never fight 

among themselves, that they would never join ISIS, that Islamist extremism would hold no 

attraction. Libyans would not countenance a foreign intervention force mainly because they 

were convinced that Libyans were totally on top of the – modest – security portfolio. The US 

Embassy did not initially have Marines protecting it as Libyans refused to let them into the 

country. 

Those diplomats and officials who voiced concern about the militias, the lack of police, and 

lack of institutions generally believed that only a modest effort by the new Libyan government 

in the realm of security would suffice. In the event, little was done in almost any sphere, not 

just security. In part, this is because Libyans had different views about resource allocation; no 

one agreed what "fair" looked like. The Misratis and Zintanis and other revolutionaries all 

wanted more than the Qaddaffi supporting towns.  

 

So the government failed to build any housing or apportion municipal budgets or do anything 

at all because anything it might do would be a decision about resource allocation. Anything 

the government might spend would either validate that Misrata or another town deserved 

and was going to receive more, or that they weren't and resources were going to be 

distributed evenly. In the early aftermath of the revolution, Libyans simply could not 

surmount this resource allocation problem. 
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Eventually, the government made the fateful decision to pay the militias, almost immediately 

exacerbating tensions. Diplomats and officials grew alarmed and told the government to 

change course, but it was too late. The precedent was set. Militias threatened Libyan officials 

behind the scene. And Libyans never could agree on the definition of fair compensation 

militias contributions to the revolution. Meanwhile, the capacity of the bureaucracy and 

leadership, all hollowed out by Qaddafi, proved shockingly low. The first elections rendered 

the situation untenable, creating instant winners and losers. 

 

European governments via NATO 

and the EU, but also individually, 

have attempted to effect military 

and police training programs, but 

Libyan officials were slow to make 

decisions about them, and 

eventually sent people randomly 

for training abroad. Often the 

participants they sent did not even 

know why they were going and 

were surprised to find themselves in a barracks. There were no arrangements for 

incorporating returning trainees into units. Anyone who got any training just returned to their 

militia because the government didn't give them any other options. In-country programs in 

the country didn't fare any better. Militias saw these efforts as threats. Weapons and 

equipment were stolen. 

 

In sum, the working assumption by outsiders was that Libyans would get rid of Qaddafi and 

then divide the country’s resources on a per capita basis. Foreign actors did not understand 

the fundamentally tribal basis on much of Libyan society and that stood in the way of such a 

rational allocation. The newly-created ruling class in Libya aimed simply to switch places with 

those the revolution displaced, oppressing those who were formerly favored. Fast forward to 

the present, what can be done? 

 

With the fighting at a crucial point, the time is ripe for the U.S. to step forward at a senior 

level, ideally appointing a special envoy for Libya. The tensions between Russia and Turkey 

give Washington additional impetus to act as mediator – a role that could also yield benefits 

for U.S. objectives in Syria as well. The idea would be to seize the opportunity created by the 

sound Berlin process, and the multiple rounds of Geneva talks, along with the temporary 

balance of fear playing out in Tripoli. Washington’s goal should be to convince the key 

sponsors of both sides, beginning with Ankara, to a detailed ceasefire plan that would see the 

forces move back to defined positions. Washington should also insist that the UN in some 
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fashion – initially only through air assets provided by member states, including the U.S. – 

monitor the ceasefire.   

◼ The U.S. should engage in full, ending its malign neglect of Libya and MENA. 

◼ The new U.S. envoy should cajole the major parties to forge a ceasefire. 

◼ The UN should mobilize to be the chief enforcer of the ceasefire. 

◼ First the UN should name a new SRSG for Libya. 

◼ The western powers, beginning with the U.S., should back UN spearheaded peace 

talks. 

The UN would have the obligation to publicly report ceasefire violations, naming the violating 

side. A modest deployment of UN military observers would be optimal, particularly since the 

world body brings decades of expertise to this vital task. First the UN must find a new SRSG, 

and this person – whether Salame’s American deputy or someone else – must immediately 

engage and re-commit parties to the Geneva talks spurred by the Berlin process. Yet there is 

speculation that Salame’s resignation had something to do with the unwillingness of Haftar 

and Sarraj equally to commit to even a ceasefire. 

In fact, Libya remains at something of a stalemate, even with the recent intervention of Turkey 

and its irregular forces. As this report argues, the elusive catalyst for bringing the conflict to a 

close requires “the rest of the West” in the form of the United States to engage, as the UN 

and Italy/France/Germany on their own have been unable to make sufficient inroads in the 

on again, off again peace talks in Paris, Palermo, Berlin, and Geneva. This is not entirely 

surprising, in light of how complex the Libyan conflict is on its own, combined with the number 

of militias, countries, and international organizations intervening on both sides. Alas, an 

initiative from Washington does not appear to be in the offing, and the UN no longer has the 

services of the effective former SRSG Ghassan Salame. 
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