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Since the toppling of the Gaddafi regime in 2011, 
the Libyan people have suffered a dire economic 
situation, corruption and unfair distribution of 
wealth. The outbreak of the war around Tripoli in 
April 2019 has contributed to further 
deterioration of the economy.

The oilfields have been heavily used by all sides in 
the conflict to increase their influence on the 
ground and leverage a powerful position at the 
negotiation table. The disruption of oil production 
led to a declaration of force majeure in the main 
oilfields in southern Libya at various junctures in 
2019, followed by the suspension of oil exports 
due to the closure of the main oil ports and 
terminals in the eastern region in January 2020. 
The suspension of oil production and exports has 
affected Libyan revenues and disrupted 
oil-product demands for the population; if it 
continues, it will have catastrophic economic and 
social consequences.

The economic conditions and living standards of 
the majority of Libyans continued to decline in 
2019. According to the World Bank, real GDP 
growth reached an average of 21% during 
2017–18 but slowed sharply to 2.5% in 2019; GDP 
growth is estimated to be negative in 2020 (minus 
19.4%).1 The Government of National Accord’s 
(GNA) economic reform programme managed to 
slightly decrease the price between the formal 
exchange rate and the black-market rate; 
however, the fact that the current reforms did not 
provide a unified foreign exchange rate 
contributed to the continuation of black-market 
trades.2 Moreover, the government introduced a 

modest austerity policy, including a 2020 salary 
decrease, and failed to implement a subsidies 
reform programme: as a result, hyperinflation 
continued to affect most people, and food, 
medicine, petrol and other basic goods and 
services became more expensive and less 
available in 2019 and 2020.

Recent years have seen a rivalry between allied 
actors for absolute influence in economic 
decision-making; an open clash between the GNA 
and the Central Bank of Libya (CBL) in Tripoli in 
April 2020 showed the friction within the western 
Libyan authorities and their attempts to direct 
economic policy. In the eastern region, tensions 
between the Interim Government (IG) and Libyan 
Arab Armed Forces (LAAF) arose after the 
establishment of the General Mobilisation 
Authority by the LAAF, which sought to mobilise 
resources for the war effort.

Libya largely depends on oil revenues and on the 
import of basic commodities to fulfil local 
demand for goods. When the COVID-19 pandemic 
hit the region, the rival governments introduced 
health and social measures to try to counter the 
pandemic. However, both have failed to introduce 
any policy to counter the economic effects of the 
pandemic, which may disrupt the basic service 
delivery and worsen the dire living conditions.3

The international community failed in all peace 
interventions to provide any solutions to the 
Libyan crisis. The Berlin Conference provided a 
set of measures for economic recovery, though 
many factors  delayed any meaningful reform

1 The World Bank, “Libya’s Economic Update – April 2020”, Washington, D.C., 16 April 2020.    
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/libya/publication/economic-update-april-2020
2 International Crisis Group, “Libya’s Economic Reforms Fall Short”.
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/north-africa/libya/libyas-economic-reforms-fall-short )
3 The World Bank, “Libya Economic Monitor – July 2020”, Washington, D.C., 14 August 2020.
https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/mena/publication/libya-economic-monitor
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measures, as the conference was preceded by a 
blockade of oil facilities by local actors in the 
east. On the international level, the foreign 
countries that inflamed the conflict continued to 
support the rival governments, regardless of the 
signed statement in Berlin.

The probability of reaching a peaceful solution 
now seems to be low, given the growing 
geopolitical divide and interventions in the Libyan 
conflict. As a consequence, this will further delay 
any efforts to improve the country’s economy and 
stability.

4 Fezzan Libya Organisation, “Anger of Fezzan Movement”, YouTube, 10 December 2018. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C5H1OGVHv74
5 TeleSUR, “Libya: Fezzan Movement Threatens Shutdown of Largest Oilfield”, 9 December 2018. 
https://www.telesurenglish.net/news/Libya-Fezzan-Movement-Threatens-Shutdown-of-Largest-Oilfield-20181209-0004.html
6 Ahmed Elumami and Ayman al-Warfalli, “Libya is shutting down El Sharara after field seized by tribesmen: sources”, Reuters, 9 
December 2018. https://reut.rs/30Hpp82
7 National Oil Corporation, “NOC and French Ambassador discuss oil sector security and stability”. 
https://noc.ly/index.php/en/new-4/4442-noc-and-french-ambassador-discuss-oil-sector-security-and-stability
8 Reuters, “East Libyan forces control substation not main El Sharara field: engineer”, 7 February 2019. https://reut.rs/33DJpdC
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Libya’s oilfields have always been a coveted asset 
that various groups have used to gain leverage or 
influence over actors in the political realm. The 
Sharara field, located in the southwest of Libya, is 
one of the country’s largest fields, with a daily 
production rate of 300,000 b/d. It has been 
subject to repeated shutdowns and attacks since 
2011, mainly by local actors demanding jobs, 
investment in their area and the payment of 
salaries. Attacks also included equipment theft 
and assaults on field employees.

On 8 December 2018, the Sharara field was shut 
down by the Anger of Fezzan Movement, which is 
led by local youths protesting against 
deteriorating public services, lack of cash 
liquidity in the region, and poor infrastructure.4 
They have also demanded the reopening of 
southern airports. The protesters staged the 
shutdown in conjunction with members of 
Brigade 30 of the Petroleum Facilities Guard 
(PFG), who were responsible for protecting the 
field and demanded that they be paid their 
salaries.5 The National Oil Corporation (NOC) 

declared force majeure on the field shortly 
thereafter.6 Although an agreement was reached 
in December to reopen the field, after Fayez 
al-Serraj met with the protesters, the NOC 
refused to lift force majeure until new security 
measures could be put in place to secure the 
field, including the replacement of the PFG unit 
that had helped facilitate the shutdown.7

When LAAF forces swept through the south in 
January and February 2019, their sights were 
firmly set on taking control of the Sharara oil field. 
Although they justified the takeover as a means of 
imposing order and getting the oil flowing again, it 
was a clear bid to seize a strategic asset. On 11 
February, LAAF units took over the field. The Anger 
of Fezzan Movement welcomed this move, as did 
Brigade 30 of the PFG, which peacefully 
transferred control of the site to LAAF forces.8

This acquisition strengthened the LAAF and gave 
it a strategic advantage. With this takeover, Haftar 
now had even more of the country’s energy 
infrastructure in his hands, having taken over the 

The power struggle over oil: 

LAAF takes control of Sharara oil field

February 2019



oil ports in the Oil Crescent in September 2016. 
This move bolstered his leverage and enabled him 
to dress up his power grab as an act of national 
good. Indeed, through this action, he was able to 
portray himself as protector of Libya’s oil wealth 
against “criminal” factions that were hijacking oil 
production for their own ends.

Control of the oilfields and southern tensions 
were high-priority topics during the Abu Dhabi 
meeting in February 2019 between Haftar and 
al-Serraj,9 which was facilitated by Ghassan 
Salamé, UN Special Representative to Libya.10 

However, after the LAAF gave guarantees to 
Akakus Oil Operations, the company that 
operates the field, that proper security measures 
would be restored, the NOC agreed to lift force 
majeure.11 The shutdown had cost an estimated 
USD 330 million in production losses, a 21% 
reduction compared to revenue levels for January 
2019.12

The Sharara field was forced to shut down again 
in July 2019, when an armed group closed a valve 
on the pipeline that runs from the Sharara field to 
the oil terminal at Zawiya. This loss of production 
was a particular blow, as just prior to the 
shutdown, the country’s oil output had been 

edging up to near pre-war levels, at around 1.17 
million b/d, which was almost a six-year high.13

In November 2019, armed forces led by General 
Ali Kana, the commander of the Sebha Military 
District under the GNA, attacked the El Feel field, 
which is operated by Mellitah Oil & Gas and 
produces nearly 60,000 b/d. As a result, the LAAF 
mobilised units to regain control of the field14 and 
conducted airstrikes at the perimeter of the oil 
facilities. The NOC condemned the airstrikes and 
eventually declared force majeure in December 
2019 due to the closure of an oil valve.15

As the takeover of the Sharara and El Feel oil 
fields demonstrates, rival political actors have 
used the country’s oil facilities to negotiate 
favourable security arrangements to reshape 
their strategies and strengthen their positions 
vis-à-vis other national and international actors. 
Local, formal and informal actors have also posed 
a threat to the oil supply, which is the main source 
of income for the Libyan state. Indeed, the 
country’s oil resources have been weaponised by 
Libya’s warring factions in a way that has only 
intensified and deepened the conflict. 

9 Michel Cousins, “Sarraj and Haftar meet in Abu Dhabi, discuss Libya crisis”, The Arab Weekly, 3 March 2019. 
https://thearabweekly.com/sarraj-and-haftar-meet-abu-dhabi-discuss-libya-crisis
10 UNSMIL press release, “Ghassan Salamé hosts meeting between PC President Fayez Serraj and LNA chief Khalifa Haftar”, 28 
February 2019. https://bit.ly/3lnukCN
11 National Oil Corporation statement, “NOC lifts Force Majeure at Sharara Oilfield”, 5 March 2019. https://bit.ly/3nuHcJo
12 National Oil Corporation press release, “The National Oil Corporation announces revenues for February”, 27 March 2019. 
https://bit.ly/2G08G8N
13 Salma El Wardany and Hatem Mohareb, “Libya's Oil Poised to Hit 6-Year High After Field Restarts”, Bloomberg, 10 March 2019. 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-03-10/libya-s-oil-said-poised-to-hit-6-year-high-after-field-restarts 
14 Al-Werfalli, Eastern Libyan forces regain control of El Feel oilfield 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-oil/eastern-libyan-forces-regain-control-of-el-feel-oilfield-lna-idUSKBN1Y11SM
15 Paraskova, Libya Declares Force Majeure On Loadings From El-Feel Oilfield https://bit.ly/3jDQIHv
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16 Sami Zaptia, “NOC welcomes Attorney General’s decision to arrest fuel smugglers”, Libya Herald, 10 February 2019 
https://www.libyaherald.com/2019/02/10/noc-welcomes-attorney-generals-decision-to-arrest-fuel-smugglers/
17 National Oil Corporation press release, “NOC and BPMC welcome Public Prosecutor’s decision to arrest fuel smugglers”, 9 
February 2019. https://bit.ly/2Swsl2C
18 Tim Eaton, “Libya’s War Economy. Predation, Profiteering and State Weakness”, Chatham House, April 2018. 
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/publications/research/2018-04-12-libyas-war-economy-eaton-final.pdf
19 United Nations Security Council, “Final report of the Panel of Experts on Libya established
pursuant to Security Council resolution 1973 (2011)”, 9 December 2019. https://undocs.org/S/2019/914 (hereafter, UNSC, “Final 
report of the Panel of Experts on Libya”)
20 National Oil Corporation, “Libyan counter-smuggling efforts bear fruit”, quoting from chairman's keynote speech at the Oil and 
Fuel Supply Chain Security Conference in London, 17 April 2019. https://bit.ly/30hLNUX
21 UNSC, “Final report of the Panel of Experts on Libya”.
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On 9 February, the office of the Attorney General 
of Tripoli issued arrest warrants for 103 petrol 
station owners accused of involvement in 
organised fuel-smuggling, and froze their bank 
accounts in Libya.16 Furthermore, it ordered the 
sealing of 115 petrol stations as a result of their 
involvement in the smuggling of fuel out of 
Libya.17 Notably, most of these petrol stations are 
located in cities close to the border with Tunisia.

Fuel smuggling is a serious problem for Libya. 
Following the 2011 uprising, Libya suffered from 
consecutive fuel crises due to the smuggling of 
huge quantities of fuel to neighbouring countries 
by land across the southern and western borders. 
Fuel is also smuggled abroad by sea. Fuel 
supplies are also diverted inside the country and 
sold off at black-market rates.18

Fuel smugglers have been able to take advantage 
of the government’s subsidy programme, as well 
as the lack of security and law enforcement. 
Criminal networks located both in and outside 
Libya have been able to make substantial profits 
from smuggling fuel, while the supporting 
logistics chain generates a basic source of 
income for many individuals, particularly in the 
south and far west, where there are few other 
economic opportunities.19

The authorities in the west have tried to curb 
these practices, including by working in 
conjunction with fuel distribution companies to 
draw up a list of licensed “trusted” petrol stations 
to which fuel is delivered. Meanwhile, in 
September 2018, new standards to regulate 
petrol stations became fully binding. In April 
2019, the chairman of the NOC, Mustafa Sanalla, 
announced that in 2018 there had been a 
reduction in the illicit economy and that Libya had 
witnessed a 17% drop in demand for diesel due to 
the progress of counter-smuggling efforts.20 The 
extent to which the new measures taken in 
February 2019 have been effective are unclear. 
However, fuel smuggling continues to present a 
major challenge for the country.

One of the problems facing the GNA is that 
fuel-smuggling networks are linked to some of 
the forces that come under the umbrella of its 
official security apparatus. As the UN Panel of 
Experts Report for 2019 details, a number of 
armed brigades are directly involved in the 
smuggling racket.21 This makes combatting the 
problem even more testing for the Tripoli 
authorities.

Efforts to counter illicit

fuel-smuggling

February 2019



22 Alhurra, “Libyan official detained on suspicion of corruption”. https://arbne.ws/2SbVtvX
23 Safa Alharathy, “Chairman of Libyan Investment Authority arrested in Tripoli”, The Libya Observer, 7 February 2019. 
https://www.libyaobserver.ly/inbrief/chairman-libyan-investment-authority-arrested-tripoli 
24 Tarek El-Tablawy, “Libya Wealth Fund Says Power Wrangle Is Behind Chairman’s Arrest”, Bloomberg, 7 February 2019. 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-02-07/libya-wealth-fund-says-power-wrangle-is-behind-chairman-s-arrest
25 Sami Zaptia, “LIA blames self-interested parties for arrest of its chairman”, Libya Herald, 7 February 2019. 
https://www.libyaherald.com/2019/02/07/lia-blames-self-interested-parties-for-arrest-of-its-chairman/
26  Sami Zaptia, “Libya’s Attorney General issues arrest warrant for former LIA Chairman Breish”, Libya Herald, 8 February 2019. 
https://www.libyaherald.com/2019/02/08/libyas-attorney-general-issues-arrest-warrant-for-former-lia-chairman-breish/
27  Almarsad, “LIA Chairman File complaint Against Breish”. https://bit.ly/2GdPUdH
28 Security Council Report, “Libya Panel of Experts Annex 71”. https://bit.ly/3jzsu18
29 UNSC, “Final report of the Panel of Experts on Libya”. 
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On 6 February, the Libyan Attorney General 
arrested the chairman of the Libyan Investment 
Authority (LIA), Ali Mahmoud Hassan.22 He was 
detained at the Reform and Rehabilitation Prison, 
at the Mitiga air base in Tripoli, which is controlled 
by RADA Special Deterrence Forces, on charges of 
financial corruption, bribery, and abuse of 
position and authority.23 24 These allegations were 
made by the former chairman of the LIA, Abdul 
Majeed Breish, who continued to claim leadership 
of the institution, having rejected the Presidency 
Council’s appointment of Hassan in 2016.25  Breish 
in turn was arrested by the Attorney General on 7 
February on charges of wasting public funds,26 

based on complaints filed by Hassan.27

The LIA has long been plagued by conflicts over its 
leadership and control of its assets and funds. 
These conflicts have been played out in local and 
international courts over many years, including in 
the UK.28 This has served to drain funds and 
weaken the institution’s financial position.

Following Hassan’s arrest, an internal clash 
erupted. On 20 February, the remaining members 
of the LIA’s Board of Directors issued a decision 
voiding all decisions taken by Hassan. This 
appears to have been related in part to Hassan’s 
decision in January 2019 to reappoint Palladyne 
International Asset Management as director of 
three LIA investment funds. The LIA had removed 
Palladyne as director in 2014 amid concerns of its 

management of the funds, and the matter had 
gone to the Grand Court of the Cayman Islands.29

However, al-Serraj stepped in and on 23 February, 
in his capacity as the chairman of the Board of 
Trustees of the LIA, invalidated the decision. He 
also appointed the Chief of Staff of the 
Presidency Council, Yousef Almabrouk, as deputy 
head of the LIA’s board, and entrusted him with 
serving as acting chairman. Al-Serraj also 
appointed Mustafa Al-Mana’a, legal adviser to the 
Governor of the Central Bank of Libya (CBL), to the 
LIA’s board.

These appointments were criticised heavily by 
the Tripoli Protection Force (TPF), an influential 
armed group in the capital that comes under the 
command of the GNA’s Ministry of Interior. The 
TPF issued a long statement denouncing the 
appointments and accusing al-Serraj of 
systematic interference with the state’s 
economic and financial institutions. The 
statement also accused him of unilateral 
decision-making, insisting that the TPF would not 
accept the LIA appointments unless they were 
issued unanimously by all nine Presidency 
Council members. Notably, in January 2019, three 
Presidency Council members had issued a 
controversial statement accusing al-Serraj of 
acting unilaterally and of failing to consult with 
other council members.

The battle over LIA leadership and funds

February - April 2019



30 Al-Wasat, “The Tripoli Protection Force: Al-Sarraj continues to tamper with the economic and financial institutions”, 23 
February 2019.  https://bit.ly/30ik72A
31  Central Bank of Libya, Facebook post, 29 April 2019. https://bit.ly/2GHQIYv
32 International Crisis Group, “Of Tanks and Banks: Stopping a Dangerous Escalation in Libya”, 20 May 2019. https://bit.ly/30Id57d 
(hereafter, ICG, “Of Tanks and Banks”)
33  Central Bank, Bayda, Facebook post, 27 April 2019. https://www.facebook.com/banklibya/posts/2046969898933099/
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The TPF also asserted that these appointments 
were part of a “succession of administrative and 
financial tampering that has been practiced over 
a long period in order to empower an ideological 
group that has been rejected by the Libyan 
people”.30 This assertion hinted at the alleged 
relationship between the two new appointees and 
the Muslim Brotherhood. The GNA did not 
respond to or condemn these allegations, and no 
further escalations were made publicly by the 
TPF.

Ali Mahmoud Hassan was released from 
detention in April 2019 and resumed his 
responsibilities as head of the LIA. The wrangling 
over the institution’s leadership continued, 
though in May 2020 Hassan won a landmark case 
against Breish at the English Commercial Court in 
London, confirming his status as the sole validly 
appointed chairman of the LIA.

Tension between the two CBLs

April 2019

At the end of April, the Central Bank of Libya (CBL) 
in Tripoli announced a series of restrictions and 
special control mechanisms on foreign-currency 
transactions on four state-owned commercial 
banks in eastern Libya. The restrictions were 
imposed on the Wahda Bank, the Commerce and 
Development Bank, the Waha Bank and the 
Al-Ejmaa Al-Arabi Bank. The CBL announced that 
these measures had been introduced as a result 
of “suspicions of corruption and non-compliance 
with measures […] related to credit and direct 
transfers”.31

However, these restrictions were perceived in the 
east as retaliatory measures for the LAAF’s 
military operation against Tripoli, which was 
launched in April 2019. The Central Bank in Bayda, 
which was established as a rival institution 
following the splitting of the country into two 
competing authorities in 2014, argued that the 
CBL in Tripoli had singled out the banks whose 
head offices were in the east, especially those 
whose reservets had dipped close to minimum 
permitted levels.32 The main reason for the 

depletion of reserves at these banks was that, 
due to the division of the country’s banking 
system, commercial bank credits at the Central 
Bank in Bayda are not recognised by the CBL in 
Tripoli and as such are not counted as reserves. 

In a statement dated 27 April 2019, the Central 
Bank in Bayda accused the CBL in Tripoli of 
employing “repressive measures” and 
“unjustified blackmail”, though it stated that it 
would follow the restrictions in order to “maintain 
the unity of the banking system”.33 Indeed, the 
move was perceived in the east as a deliberate 
attempt by the authorities in Tripoli to cut 
financial flows to the banks in the east and to 
prevent commercial banks in the east from 
supplying the LAAF and the eastern authorities 
with money.  

The CBL in Tripoli responded in a detailed 
statement with figures and lists of what it 
claimed were suspicious transactions at these  
banks, emphasising that the CBL has nothing to  
do with the geographical distribution of credits 



34 ICG, “Of Tanks and Banks”. 
35 ICG, “Of Tanks and Banks”.
36 https://bit.ly/2GqYw0Q
37 UNSC, “Final report of the Panel of Experts on Libya”.
38 Presidency Council Resolution No. 1 of the year 2019.
39 International Crisis Group, “Libya’s Economic Reforms Fall Short”, 25 October 2018. https://bit.ly/3ntGcF5 (hereafter, ICG, 
“Libya’s Economic Reforms Fall Short”)
40 ICG, “Libya’s Economic Reforms Fall Short”.
41 Reuters, “Libya cuts fee on hard currency sales to 163%”, 30 July 2019. https://bit.ly/349bLeM
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and that it is the sole task and responsibility of 
the commercial banks who grant the credits when 
the administrative procedures are appropriate.

The east was already short of cash at this point, 
and these new restrictions served to further cut 
funds to the eastern region, signalling a potential 
catastrophe for the eastern authorities.34  In 
mid-March, the governor of the Central Bank in 
Bayda, Ali al-Hibri, had warned of a possible 
“state of panic” were commercial banks’ 
foreign-currency transactions to be restricted.35 

Although the CBL in Tripoli covered public sector 
wages across the whole of the country, this 
coverage did not include the salaries of LAAF 
personnel who were registered with the state 

after 2014.36 The LAAF also needed money to 
support its Tripoli operation. As such, the LAAF 
started to seek even more ways to finance its 
operations, including through the printing of more 
currency in Russia, attempts to sell oil through 
the NOC in the east, as indicated in the United 
Nations experts’ report,437 and the establishment 
of the General Mobilization Authority in October 
2019. 

The division of CBL, and of the country’s banking 
system more widely, has served as a major 
hindrance to the development of Libya’s economy. 
Both central banks have become completely 
entangled in the conflict, eroding trust in the 
institution and its impartiality.

GNA slashes foreign-currency fee 

July 2019

In July 2019, the GNA announced that it was 
reducing the fees that Libyans have to pay on 
foreign-currency sales from 183% to 163%. In 
January 2019, the GNA had set fees at 183% on 
foreign-currency transactions for commercial 
purposes to lessen the gap between the official 
exchange rate and the black market.38 This 
measure was intended to cut the profit margin 
made by buying currency at the official rate and 
selling it on the black market. The CBL had opted 
for the service-fee model rather than devaluing 
the Libyan dinar, arguing that devaluation was 
impossible while the CBL was split and state 
institutions were deadlocked.39

The imposition of this service fee was part of a 

package of reform measures agreed by the GNA in 
September 2018 in response to mounting public 
anger over worsening living conditions and 
widespread accusations that militias were 
embezzling public funds in the capital.40 Other 
agreed reforms included lifting fuel subsidies, 
fixing the exchange rate and increasing the 
annual foreign-currency allowance that each 
family is permitted to purchase at the official 
exchange rate from USD 500 to USD 1,000.

The foreign-currency service fee helped ease the 
liquidity crisis and reduced the profit earned on 
black-market transactions. It also netted the 
country USD 7.9 billion in the first six months of 
2019.41 Following consultations between al-Serraj



42 Libyan Business TV, “The Central Bank of Libya denies starting to the disbursement of the Family Allowance”, 13 February 2019. 
https://bit.ly/36rmxzs
43 ICG, “Libya’s Economic Reforms Fall Short”. 
44  Jason Pack, “How Libya’s economic structures enrich the militias”, Middle East Institute, 23 September 2019. 
https://www.mei.edu/publications/how-libyas-economic-structures-enrich-militias
45 Noria Research, “Predatory Economies in Eastern Libya: The dominant role of the Libyan National Army”, Global Initiative 
Against Transnational Organized Crime, June 2019. https://globalinitiative.net/eastern-libya-lna/ (hereafter, Noria Research, 
“Predatory Economies in Eastern Libya”)
46 Sada, “Abu Sneina Writes To Sada An Article Entitled ‘How Corruption Enters The Dollar Market'”, 10 February 2020. 
https://bit.ly/33dH3BU
47 Libya-Analysis.com, “GNA pushes forward economic measures”, 25 September 2018. 
http://www.libya-analysis.com/gna-pushes-forward-economic-measures/ 
48  France 24, “Dozens dead after days of clashes near Libyan capital”, 31 August 2018. https://bit.ly/3iIAD1T
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and the CBL governor, Sadiq al-Kebir, it was 
agreed that the fee would be cut to 163%, with the 
measures taking effect from 4 August, in an 
attempt by the GNA to absorb public anger.

The amendment of the foreign-currency fee on 
commercial and personal transactions coincided 
with the resumption of the disbursement of the 
annual family foreign-currency allowance. The 
disbursement of this allowance had been 
suspended by the CBL in Tripoli in February 2019, 
with the CBL citing the need to sort out the 
national number system in order to avoid fraud.42

The resumption of this disbursement was 
criticised, as the scheme became another source 
of malpractice: it imposed three different 
exchange rates, opening new channels for 
corruption in the use of foreign-exchange 
allowances in all regions.43 While the armed 
groups and major black-market leaders 
monopolised the letters of credit,44 45new 
practices emerged for families who could not 
travel abroad and withdraw the allocated amount 

in their credit cards.46 Black-market dealers 
would collect the family credit cards to withdraw 
it for them in exchange for a service fees. Another 
tactic that many Libyans used to survive in the 
dire economic situation was to sell their USD 
10,000 annual personal transfer allowance to 
black-market dealers for a profit.47

Furthermore, it did not result in any meaningful 
long-term improvement in the living conditions of 
Libyans. Rather, they were piecemeal, short-term 
gestures aimed at absorbing some of the public 
anger over deteriorating living conditions.  Indeed, 
they weren’t genuine attempts to introduce 
far-reaching economic reform, but rather were 
aimed at protecting the GNA’s political interests 
and were agreed at a time when Tripoli was under 
pressure from incursions by the 7th Brigade from 
Tarhuna, which demanded that reform measures 
be introduced.48 These reforms lacked an 
integrated programme of monetary, financial and 
trade policies with a clear action plan and 
timeline that could assist in providing long-term 
economic solutions.



49 Sada, “The interim government ratify the decision of the NOC- Benghazi to reconstitute the Board of Directors of the Brega 
Company”. https://bit.ly/34aYbaG
50 Ulf Laessing, “Exclusive: Libyan state oil firm cuts back fuel supplies to east amid battle over capital”, Reuters, 6 September 
2019. https://reut.rs/3d50CiU (hereafter, Laessing, “Libyan state oil firm cuts back fuel supplies”) 
51 Laessing, “Libyan state oil firm cuts back fuel supplies”.
52 Menas Associates, “Libya Focus”, May 2019. https://www.menas.co.uk/publications/libya-focus/
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BPMC board members set up rival 

company in east

September 2019

In September 2019, a number of board members 
of the Brega Petroleum Marketing Company 
(BPMC) — a National Oil Corporation (NOC) 
subsidiary in charge of fuel and gas distribution 
inside Libya — broke away and set up a rival 
company in the east. The establishment of this 
new company was approved on 12 September by 
the Interim Government in the east,49 which 
issued a decree to approve the Benghazi-based 
NOC’s decision to reconstitute the BPMC’s board 
of directors.

These events followed the publication of a 
Reuters report claiming that the NOC in Tripoli 
had reduced kerosene supplies to airport 
warehouses in the east out of concerns that these 
supplies were being used for military rather than 
civilian purposes.50The report cited an NOC 
statement received by Reuters which asserted: 
“NOC has stopped all additional fuel supplies [to 
the east] until such time that assurances can be 
met that fuel is only being used for domestic and 
civilian aviation purposes, and reflects real 
consumption.”51

The Tripoli NOC’s measures provoked fury in the 
east, where they were seen as an attempt to limit 
the movement of the LAAF. The NOC in Benghazi 
accused the NOC in Tripoli of putting the eastern 
areas under siege, claiming that the fuel-supply 

issue was part of a wider conspiracy by the 
authorities in western Libya to deliberately 
deprive the east of essential items, including 
fuel.52 The situation was clearly sufficient to 
prompt the BPMC board members to split off from 
the main company, dividing yet another of Libya’s 
national institutions.

The NOC in Tripoli denounced the attempts to 
divide the BPMC. In a statement dated 9 
September, the NOC condemned the 
establishment of the parallel board of directors 
and rejected “false allegations that fuel supplies 
to the eastern region are inadequate”.53 The NOC 
asserted that aviation-fuel supplies in the 
eastern region were adequate to cover civilian 
demand in the region, pointing out that supplies 
to the eastern region from April to August 2019 
were higher relative to 2018.54  The NOC in Tripoli 
also claimed that “the real motive behind this 
attempt is to set up a new illegitimate entity for 
the illegal export of oil from Libya”.55

Although the BPMC was reunified in May 2020 
under a single board of directors, seemingly as 
the breakaway eastern faction was unable to 
garner any real momentum, this episode 
highlighted the divisions that have plagued 
Libya’s financial institutions and deepened the 
conflict since 2014. Although the parallel  
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structures in the east have never been able to 
operate independently of their counterparts in 
the west nor gain any real legitimacy, especially in 
the eyes of the international community, the 

splitting of the oil industry in this way has served 
to further complicate the conflict and deepen 
regional fault lines.

NOC and GNA wrangle over 

budget allocation 

October 2019

Tensions erupted between the GNA and the NOC 
in Tripoli in October 2019 after the NOC’s head, 
Mustafa Sanalla, issued a warning to the GNA 
that oil production would decrease sharply unless 
the GNA dispensed the NOC’s budget allocation 
for 2019.56 In a statement dated 2 October, Sanalla 
said: “The Corporation could increase production 
substantially, adding hundreds of millions to 
monthly state revenue. But that will only happen 
if NOC’s budget is disbursed. If the corporation’s 
allocations are not released without delay, Libyan 
oil production will be hundreds of thousands of 
barrels per day lower than it should be. That will 
have an extremely negative effect on national 
income.”57

This warning came after months of tension over 
the NOC’s budget allocation. In March, the 
Presidency Council approved the 2019 budget, 
but the amount earmarked for the NOC was 
significantly lower than it had requested. Its 
operational expenses had been reduced by 39% 
and its capital expenses by 40%. In July 2019, the 
GNA made more cuts, slashing a further 150 
million Libyan dinars from the NOC’s operational 
budget, and 100 million Libyan dinars from its 
capital expenses. According to Sanalla, the GNA 
made these July cuts without even consulting the 
NOC.58

In the October statement, Sanalla also 
complained that the NOC had received only 58% 
of its allocated budget for 2019, resulting in debts 
piling up and the payment of salaries of service 
companies contracted by the NOC being delayed.

The GNA reacted speedily to this statement, and 
on 5 October announced that it had allocated 1.5 
billion Libyan dinars to maintain oil production in 
2019–2020.59 Of this sum, 1.2 billion Libyan dinars 
was allocated for maintaining production levels 
and increasing the production capacity of both 
the oil and gas sectors, while 300 million Libyan 
dinars was allocated to cover the NOC’s 
obligations to operating companies.

Although this injection of funds into the NOC was 
welcome, workers in the oil and gas sector were 
furious that the allocation did not include a 
long-awaited salary increase. In 2013, Prime 
Minister Ali Zeidan issued Decision 642 agreeing a 
67% pay increase for public sector workers, 
including those in the oil and gas sectors. 
However, due to the conflict and the country’s 
ongoing financial difficulties, this pay rise was 
never implemented, prompting dissatisfaction 
among state-sector employees. 
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The NOC has long struggled with a lack of funds. 
As a result, it has major issues with upgrading and 
maintaining the country’s energy infrastructure, 
which was already in a lamentable state prior to 
the events of February 2011. This issue will 

become particularly pertinent when the oil 
blockade that was imposed in January 2020 is 
finally lifted, as the months of shutdown have 
caused further damage to pipelines and 
infrastructure.  

Establishment of the General 

Mobilization Authority

October 2019

In October 2019, the LAAF established the 
General Mobilization Authority. Aoun al-Ferjani, 
who was Khalifa Haftar’s special assistant and 
head of the LAAF Control and Justice Authority, 
was appointed as the head of the new body. This 
new authority was an attempt by the LAAF to 
mobilise the state’s human and financial 
resources in the services of the war effort against 
Tripoli.

Although the LAAF receives some funding from 
the Central Bank in the east, and while LAAF 
personnel registered prior to 2014 receive their 
salaries from the CBL in Tripoli, it has developed a 
variety of mechanisms by which to finance itself. 
These range from donations from local 
businessmen and supportive tribes, external 
assistance, borrowing from commercial banks in 
the east and getting currency printed in Russia, to 
the development of private sector interests and 
investments through its Military Authority for 
Investment and Public Works.60 The latter has 
engaged in a range of practices, including dealing 

in scrap metal and taking over agricultural 
projects, and, according to some reports, it has 
also supported armed groups with known 
involvement in human and fuel smuggling.61 

Despite these revenue streams, the LAAF has 
struggled to finance itself, mainly because of the 
GNA’s dominance over state resources, in 
addition to the failure of the other financial 
attempts due to international restrictions.62 63 64. 
This problem became all the more pressing after 
the LAAF launched its April 2019 operation to take 
control of the capital, prompting Haftar to seek 
other means to support his war effort.

In June 2019, HoR head Agilah Saleh declared a 
“state of mobilisation”, having referred to the 
LAAF as “the country’s safety valve”.65 Four 
months later, Saleh authorised the LAAF General 
Command to move ahead with the launch of the 
General Mobilization Authority. In a television 
interview on 12 October, al-Ferjani announced 
that the new authority would deploy “all human, 
material and state resources” for the  
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conflict in Tripoli and “the interests of the 
country”.66A purported LAAF communiqué 
stipulated that the mobilisation processes would 
be imposed on all individuals, male and female. 
Among its applications was the mobilisation of 
the national economy and of transportation for 
the national defences, meaning that all 
communications, transport and infrastructure 
would fall under the command of the LAAF.

A spokesperson for the authority, meanwhile, 
noted that the authority’s mandate would cover 
both public and private resources, adding that it 
would “force” people to pay for their water and 
electricity.67 It also explained that all factories 
and productive and service utilities would be 
placed directly under the supervision of the 

armed forces. Unconfirmed reports claimed that 
the General Mobilization Authority had already 
seized funds from different authorities,68 and it is 
still not clear what happened to these funds.69

Given the lack of transparency, it is hard to 
measure what impact establishing the General 
Mobilization Authority had on the LAAF’s revenue 
generation. According to some reports, the 
authority came up against opposition from the 
Interim Government in the east, and the body 
appears to have fizzled out. However, its 
establishment illustrates the LAAF’s desire to 
have direct control over the financial resources 
and economy in the east without the need to 
operate through civilian authorities.
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Shutting down oil production:

Shifting the balance of power

January 2020

On 17 January, civil society organisations and 
tribal elders in LAAF-controlled areas operating 
under the umbrella of the Movement of Libyan 
Cities and Tribes to Conserve Oil Resources called 
for the halt of oil exports in protest against the 
agreement signed by the GNA and Turkey at the 
end of November 2019,70 and against Libyan oil 
revenues being used to bring mercenaries into the 
country in support of the GNA.71 They also 
condemned the dire living conditions in the 

country and the uunfair distribution of wealth.72 

On the same day, armed tribesmen broke into the 
Zueitina oil terminal in the Oil Crescent, 
announcing that they were closing all oil ports in 
the area under the LAAF’s control.

In a statement on 18 January, the NOC accused 
Major General Naji al-Moghrabi, the commander 
of the Petroleum Facilities Guard (PFG)—Central 
Branch, and Colonel Ali al-Jilani, the head of the  
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LAAF’s Greater Sirte Operations Room, of having 
ordered the shutdown and having instructed NOC 
subsidiaries to stop exports from the Brega, Ras 
Lanuf, Hariga, Zueitina and Sidra terminals.73 The 
NOC declared force majeure on all five oil ports, 
estimating a decrease in daily crude output from 
1.3 million b/d to 800,000 b/d, with losses of USD 
55 million a day. 74

On 19 January, LAAF-aligned forces in the 
Hamada area closed a valve on the pipeline that 
runs from the Sharara field to the Zawiya oil 
terminal in the west, a move that was to result in 
the shutdown of the Zawiya refinery in February 
2020. The Sharara Oil Field shutdown also 
affected production at the nearby El Feel field, 
which supplies Crude Oil to Mellitah Industrial 
Complex.

An LAAF spokesman denied the NOC’s 
allegations, stating that the shutdown was the 
demand of the people, adding that the LAAF 
would only intervene to protect the people.75 

While this blockade, which was timed to coincide 
with the Berlin Conference, was clearly carried 
out in conjunction with the LAAF, the involvement 
of tribes, local activists and youth from the region, 
who were expressing genuine grievances, enabled 
Haftar to portray the shutdown as an expression 
of the will of the people. In this way, Haftar was 

able to weaponise the country’s financial 
resources and use informal actors on the ground 
as a means of justifying the LAAF’s actions to 
both domestic and international audiences.  The 
shutdown was also a means for the LAAF to 
increase its leverage and pressure the GNA. 
Indeed, this blockade, which was ongoing as of 
July 2020, dealt a shattering blow to the GNA, 
which was starved of finances almost overnight, 
forcing it to delve even deeper into the country’s 
reserves.

Despite the damage the shutdown was inflicting 
upon the economy, including creating serious fuel 
shortages across the country, the local actors 
who were orchestrating it remained resolute. They 
refused to lift the blockade until their 
ever-lengthening list of demands, which 
expanded to include the removal of the head of 
the CBL and the NOC in Tripoli and the channeling 
of oil revenues directly to local municipal 
councils, were met. Although there were intense 
international diplomatic efforts to resolve the 
situation following the LAAF’s withdrawal from 
the capital in June 2020, these proved to be 
unsuccessful. On 11 July, the LAAF announced 
that the blockade was still in place and would 
remain so until “the demands and instructions of 
the Libyan people are met”.76
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The clash within: CBL and GNA 

power struggle

April 2020

Longstanding tensions between the CBL in Tripoli 
and the GNA, and more specifically between the 
heads of both institutions, made worse by the 
mounting financial crisis, erupted into the open in 
April 2020. On 2 April, al-Serraj issued a 
statement calling for the CBL’s Board of Directors 
to meet remotely in an emergency session in 
order to unify the bank (which had split in 2014) 
and to set the CBL’s banking, credit and fiscal 
policies.77 Given that the CBL’s board is dominated 
by members who align with the eastern CBL and 
who have long called for the departure of the 
CBL’s governor, Sadiq al-Kebir, this statement was 
interpreted as a deliberate attempt by al-Serraj to 
force al-Kebir out of his post. The statement also 
criticised the CBL for intervening in the state’s 
financial and economic policies. 

The CBL in Tripoli hit back, issuing a statement 
defending its actions across a range of policies 
and demanding that the bank be distanced from 
political polarisation.78 Although the CBL 
refrained from attacking al-Serraj by name, it 
noted that the 2 April statement had been issued 
by the head of the Presidency Council unilaterally. 
It also blamed the Presidency Council for failing 
to take the necessary measures to resume oil 
production and exports (both having been 
stopped as a result of the LAAF’s oil port 
blockade).

On 7 April, al-Serraj gave a televised speech on 

the occasion of the first anniversary of the LAAF’s 
attack on Tripoli and used it to launch a scathing 
attack against the CBL in Tripoli and al-Kebir in 
particular.79 Al-Serraj accused al-Kebir of 
interfering in state economic and fiscal policies, 
stressing that the GNA, through its economy 
ministry, should be making the country’s 
economic decisions, not the CBL, which he 
claimed had become a ‘‘black box’’ with no one 
knowing how it operated.80

Al-Serraj also accused al-Kebir of stopping 
clearing and remittance systems, and held him 
solely responsible for the consequences of the 
delay in opening letters of credit,  something that 
negatively affected the supply of goods at a time 
of crisis.81

The Presidency Council head also held al-Kebir 
responsible for the three-month delay in the 
payment of public-sector salaries, noting that 
relations between the GNA’s Finance Ministry and 
the CBL had become so bad that the CBL was 
refusing to meet with the ministry.82 Notably, 
al-Serraj reiterated his call for the CBL’s board to 
hold an emergency meeting to kickstart the 
process of reunifying the bank and enable the 
country to come together to face the challenge of 
COVID-19. 

Tensions between the GNA and the CBL grew 
when the CBL suspended the foreign-exchange 
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transaction system in March 2020, and proposed 
an amendment to the tax rate on foreign 
exchange transactions to reopen the system.83 

The CBL addressed the Presidency Council on 24 
March, explaining that the suspension of the 
system was intended to ensure the financial 
sustainability of the country.84 This measure was 
not welcomed by the head of the GNA.

On 10 April, the CBL responded to the pressure 
and reopened the letters-of-credit system 
exclusively to supply basic commodities such as 
food, medicine and repair kits.85 However, this was 
insufficient to resolve the dispute. On 30 April, 
al-Serraj sent a letter to the CBL, requesting that 
it activate the personal foreign-currency 
allowance of USD 5,000,86 in an attempt to reduce 
the gap between the official exchange rate and 
the black-market rate.87 The request was not 
implemented and, in an official statement,88 the 
CBL stated that the bank could not fulfil this 

financial commitment,89 given the suspension of 
oil production and the oil price crisis, as this 
would lead to future debts on the state. Al-Kebir 
went further and referred the matter to the 
Supreme Judicial Council,, which responded by 
calling on all parties to de-escalate tensions.90

The roots of this problem lie in al-Kebir’s 
reluctance to keep dipping into the country’s 
reserves in order to provide money to the GNA, 
which was grappling with a conflict and the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The financial crisis caused 
by the oil blockade and plummeting global oil 
prices prompted al-Kebir to follow a policy of 
austerity that put increasing strain on the GNA.
However, this crisis within the Tripoli camp goes 
deeper than disagreements over resources. 
Al-Serraj has long resented what he considers to 
be al-Kebir’s unwillingness to comply with the 
GNA’s economic and financial policies and his 
unilateral decision-making.

UNSMIL announces finalisation 

of launch of CBL audit

July 2020

On 27 July, Stephanie Williams, the acting special 
representative of the UN Secretary-General and 
acting head of the UN Support Mission in Libya 
(UNSMIL), announced the finalisation of a 
process to initiate the launch of an international 
audit of the two Libyan central banks.91

Launching an audit of these two central banks, 
with the aim of unifying the two institutions, has 
been a long drawn-out process. On 13 September 
2018, the UN Security Council mandated UNSMIL 
to support the financial-review process 
requested by the Head of the Presidency
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Council.92 The governors of the two central banks 
participated in preparing the terms of reference 
for the external audit process. In early 2019, 
UNSMIL launched a closed bidding process with 
four large international auditing firms. However, 
the process was closed in April having failed to 
produce a contract. UNSMIL reopened the 
bidding in July 2019, in an open tender, and the 
contract was awarded to Deloitte.

The process stalled, however, and on 10 April 2020 
Williams accused the Tripoli-based Audit Bureau 
of having obstructed the external audit.93 The 
Audit Bureau denied these claims and pointed out 
that UNSMIL had not followed the proper Libyan 
legal and administrative procedures.94 Khaled 
Shakshak, the head of the Audit Bureau, provided 
many suggestions to conduct the audit, including 
commissioning an international auditing 
company, but insisted that the actual selection 
process be carried out by the Audit Bureau.

However, international pressure continued to 
mount. In July 2020, the US Embassy in Libya 
issued a statement condemning the “illegal 
obstruction of the long-overdue audit of the 
banking sector”.95 In the same month, UN 
Secretary-General António Guterres accused 
“national officials” of obstructing the process.96

Pressure also increased when the LAAF included 
the CBL audit as one of its preconditions for lifting 
the blockade on the oil ports. The LAAF, as well as 
various constituencies in the east, have long 
accused the CBL in Tripoli of lacking transparency 
and accountability, and of failing to distribute the 
country’s wealth in an equitable fashion. As such, 
the LAAF insists that this audit go ahead before it 
allows oil flows to resume.

In the face of these local and international 
demands, the General Prosecutor is reported to 
have told Shakshak on 15 July that the Audit 
Bureau must allow the international audit to go 
ahead, on the basis that the obstruction was 
hindering money-laundering investigations.97 

Shortly afterwards, Williams made an 
announcement regarding the finalisation of the 
initiation of the audit process.  

Whether this audit will go ahead is still unclear. 
However, given that its delay was for political 
reasons not procedural ones, there are real 
concerns that if it does take place, there will be no 
meaningful effect on the ground, as well as 
whether the process will be a step towards 
unification of Libya’s financial institutions or a 
cause of further conflict between them.



Since the overthrow of the Muammar Gaddafi 
regime, Libya has suffered a crippling legitimacy 
crisis. The Interim Constitutional Declaration 
(ICD) failed to move the country from the 
transitional phase to democracy. The 
mushrooming armed militias and the spread of 
millions of weapons meant that successive 
governments in Libya could not have a monopoly 
over the use of legitimate force. The ensuing 
insecurity meant the environment that existed 
following the fall of the Gaddafi regime in October 
2011 was not conducive to democratic practices 
or the rule of law. Political and governance 
institutions were weak and subject to coercion 
and intimidation by armed militias. The failure of 
these institutions to respond to the needs and 
aspirations of the Libyan people eroded whatever 
levels of legitimacy they would have in the years 
to come.

Libya’s attempt at democratic transition came to 
a halt in August 2014 when the House of 
Representatives (HoR) election results were 
rejected, predominantly by a coalition of Islamist 
and revolutionary groups in Tripoli and Misrata. In 
2014, the United Nations Support Mission in Libya 

(UNSMIL) and opposing Libyan factions opted for 
dialogue and consensus to restore the 
democratic process. In December 2015, the 
Libyan Political Agreement (LPA), signed at 
Skhirat, in Morocco, was supposed to bring an 
end to the political and institutional divide that 
occurred the year before. However, the birth of the 
Skhirat agreement only deepened the political, 
institutional and social split in the country. Soon 
after the signing of the Skhirat agreement, Libya 
had three different competing governments 
instead of two: one in eastern Libya and two in 
Tripoli. None of these three governments were 
able to govern across the country.

As a result of the legitimacy crisis and the failure 
of the democratic transition, various state and 
non-state actors opted to derive legitimacy from 
the size of their military force, financial resources 
and level of social embeddedness within the 
communities they represent, as well as from the 
foreign links and support they enjoy, instead of 
from democratic or constitutional legitimacy.

Legitimacy
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Divisions within the GNA’s 

Presidency Council

January 2019

On 12 January, three Presidency Council deputies, 
Ahmed Mitig, Fathi al-Majbri and Abdulsalam 
Kajman, issued a statement warning the 
president of the council of the Government of 
National Accord (GNA), Fayez al-Serraj, against 
monopolising decision-making within the council. 
The three deputies accused al-Serraj of hijacking 
the decision-making process within the 
Presidency Council and of taking unilateral 
decisions without consultation. They also 
accused al-Serraj of excluding his partners in the 
council and relying too heavily on external 
powers, and of leading the country into chaos.

The statement was a direct response to the fact 
that al-Serraj had made a number of 
appointments, including that of GNA health 
minister Hamid bin Omar, without consulting the 
rest of the Presidency Council. However, it 
reflected deeper anxieties among the three 
deputies about al-Serraj and his modus operandi.

The Presidency Council has been plagued with 
division and issues of legitimacy since its 
inception in 2016. Not only was it never approved 
by the HoR, which did not adopt the LPA, out of 
which the Presidency Council was born, it has 
also suffered from repeated boycotts and 
resignations. Ali Faraj al-Qatrani, who is from the 

east and is a supporter of warlord Khalifa Haftar, 
and Omar al-Aswad, who is from Zintan, withdrew 
in 2016, while Mousa al-Koni, who is from the 
south, resigned in January 2017. Fathi al-Majbri, 
who is also from the east, boycotted the council 
for several months in 2017 and then withdrew in 
July 2018. The Presidency Council, which started 
out with nine members, operated for the rest of its 
term with five members instead. Furthermore, the 
withdrawal or resignation of members from the 
east and the south has meant that the council has 
increasingly come to be seen as representative of 
the interests of western Libya only. 

Yet even within this rump council, tensions have 
persisted. Two of the signatories of the 12 January 
statement — Mitig and Kajman — were among 
al-Serraj’s closest political allies. This prompted 
speculation that the statement could mark the 
beginning of the end for both al-Serraj and the 
Presidency Council. However, despite the strong 
language, the accusations had little real impact 
and did not precipitate any visible change in 
approach on al-Serraj’s part. This is largely a 
reflection of the fact that while al-Serraj has the 
support of some factions in Tripoli, having been 
the result of a UN-backed and dialogue-driven 
process, he draws much of his legitimacy from 
international rather than domestic recognition.



73 National Oil Corporation press release, “NOC declares force majeure after LNA blockades oil exports from Brega, Ras Lanuf, 
Hariga, Zueitina and Sidra ports”, 18 January 2020. https://bit.ly/3jhiCcj (hereafter, Press release, “NOC declares force majeure”)
74 Press release, “NOC declares force majeure”.
75 France 24, “Libya: closing the main oil export ports in the east of the country on the eve of the Berlin conference”. 
https://bit.ly/2S9b9jE
76 Daria Saadi, “Libya's LNA vows to continue oil blockade unless its demands are met”, S&P Global Platts. 12 July 2020. 
https://bit.ly/3d7KpcR

1 UNSMIL statement, “Ghassan Salamé Hosts A Meeting Between PC President Fayez Al-Serraj And LNA Chief Khalifa Haftar”, 28 
February 2019. https://bit.ly/3jgfMUb
2 Alhurra, “Interview with Fathi Bashagha”, 15 February 2019. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=chc8G6qzdeU
3 Libya News, “Swehli rejects Abu Dhabi deal calling it a deal to share spoils”, March 2019. https://bit.ly/3dLXvwH
4 Akbhar Libya, “Al-Shih – stop Al-Serraj before it is too late”, 8 March 2019. 
http://www.akhbarlibya.net/libya-news/1449247/وان�html.اخبار-ليبيا--الشح-أوقفوا-السراج-قبل-فوات-ا
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UNSMIL facilitates al-Sarraj–Haftar 

meeting in Abu Dhabi

February 2019

On 28 February, then UNSMIL head Ghassan 
Salamé hosted a meeting in Abu Dhabi between 
the General Commander of the LAAF, Khalifa 
Haftar, and the president of the Presidency 
Council of the GNA, Fayez al-Serraj. Although no 
concrete details of the meeting were ever 
released, UNSMIL reported that they had agreed 
on the need to end the transitional stages in Libya 
through holding general elections.1 UNSMIL also 
reported that they had agreed on ways to 
maintain stability in the country and to unify its 
institutions.

Ultimately, however, these talks failed to go 
anywhere. This was primarily because al-Serraj 
represented a broad coalition of competing 
interests with divergent approaches to the 
conflict that had split the country. At this point, 
al-Serraj and some others in the GNA, including 
its interior minister, Fathi Bashagha, displayed a 
somewhat more accommodationist stance 
towards striking a deal with Haftar. Notably, in an 
interview with the Alhurra television channel in 
February 2019, Bashagha refrained from issuing 
an outright condemnation of the LAAF’s takeover 
of the south, noting that he hoped “the forces of 
Mr Haftar” would play their national role.  Indeed, 
there was still hope among some in the GNA 
during this period that some sort of 
power-sharing deal could be brokered with Haftar 
to bring an end to the division that was ravaging 

the country.

Set against this, however, were other powerful 
factions that were completely hostile to the idea 
of any space being given to Haftar and who 
viewed the deal they believed was being cooked 
up in Abu Dhabi as a betrayal. The secrecy that 
surrounded the Abu Dhabi meeting only fuelled 
such sentiments, with some factions and figures 
in Tripoli and Misrata believing they were being 
left out of a potential agreement that would be 
spearheaded by al-Serraj and Haftar and 
endorsed by the United Nations. Indeed, some 
Islamist and Misratan factions in western Libya 
believed that al-Serraj had surreptitiously agreed 
to a power-sharing deal that could have seen 
Haftar installed as head of the country’s security 
apparatus in return for his agreeing to the 
principle of civilian control over the military. Such 
fears were enflamed further by the fact that the 
meeting had taken place in the UAE, a 
longstanding supporter of the LAAF. As such, 
some of al-Serraj’s allies in the west saw the 
meeting as a stitch-up orchestrated by Haftar, the 
UN and the UAE.  Some Islamist and Misratan 
factions turned against al-Serraj and mobilised 
their media attacks against him,3 accusing him of 
selling out Tripoli to Haftar, with some going as far 
as to accuse him of being a “traitor” and an 
enabler of Haftar’s ambitions to rule Libya.4
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The House of Representatives in Tobruk 

reinstates the citizenship of the late 

King Idris Senussi and his family

February 2019

On 29 February, the HoR in Tobruk adopted 
legislation to reinstate the citizenship of the late 
King Idris Senussi and his family. Their 
citizenship was revoked by the Gaddafi regime 
following the 1969 coup d’état. The decision was 
hailed by members of the “constitutional 
monarchy movement”, which calls for the return 
to the independence constitution and the 
reinstatement of the monarchy and for Crown 
Prince Mohammed El Senussi to take back the 
throne.

The movement, which is concentrated in the east, 
claims that the return to monarchy can help 
address the current legitimacy crisis that has 
plagued Libya since the overthrow of the Gaddafi 
regime. The movement presented a proposal that 
includes the reinstatement of the constitutional 
monarchy for a period of ten years as a 

transitional period that would cover a 
reconciliation, constitution-building process and 
agreement on the form of government. After the 
ten-year period, a referendum would be held for 
Libyans to decide on their preferred form of 
government and adopt a permanent constitution 
for the country.

The decision to reinstate citizenship for the late 
king and his family was viewed by the 
constitutional monarchy movement as a positive 
and constructive step in that direction. However, 
the constitutional monarchy movement has 
failed to create the critical mass needed to make 
the option of a return to monarchy a real 
contender in the potential scenarios facing 
Libyans. Indeed, it remains marginal to the Libyan 
political scene.

UNSMIL announces date for 

National Conference

March 2019

On 20 March, Salamé announced that the 
much-anticipated UN-brokered peace 
conference would take place from 14 to 16 April 
2019. This National Conference, which was to take 
place in Ghadames, in southwest Libya, was part 
of Salamé’s three-point Action Plan for Libya, 

introduced in September 2017.

The planned meeting came against the backdrop 
of various efforts and initiatives by different 
states that had intervened in the Libyan conflict, 
including France with its Paris Declaration,5 Italy  

5  International Crisis Group, “Making the Best of France’s Libya Summit”, Briefing No. 58, 28 May 2018. 
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/north-africa/libya/b58-making-best-frances-libya-summit



Legitimacy25

6  Giovanna De Maio, “The Palermo conference on Libya: A diplomatic test for Italy’s new government”, The Brookings Institution, 
Washington D.C., 19 November 2018. https://brook.gs/3kgL2n8
7 George Mikhail, “Can Cairo talks succeed in unifying Libya’s divided armed forces?”, Al-Monitor, 15 February 2018. 
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2018/02/libya-army-spokesman-egypt-unite-elections-hifter.html
8  UNSMIL, “SRSG Salame briefing to the Security Council”, 5 September 2018. https://bit.ly/3o8rELz
9  Sami Zaptia, “Al-Serraj reveals more details of Abu Dhabi Hafter agreement”, Libya Herald, 6 March 2019. 
https://www.libyaherald.com/2019/03/06/al-Serraj-reveals-more-details-of-abu-dhabi-hafter-agreement/

with its Palermo Conference on Libya,6 Egypt with 
its initiative for the unification of the armed 
forces in Libya,7 and the UAE’s efforts to bring 
al-Serraj and Haftar together. The declared 
purpose of these efforts was to help resolve the 
Libyan conflict and support the UN-backed peace 
process, but it failed and in some respects 
complicated matters further, given the 
competition between the various states involved 
and their different stances.
The primary aim of the National Conference was 
to end the legitimacy crisis in the country and 
reset the agenda, drawing up a new roadmap to 
set out the framework for elections, constitution 
drafting and reconciliation processes. Most 
importantly, the conference was meant to 
broaden the peace negotiations to include a wider 
array of constituencies. Salamé had made clear 
his frustration with both the Higher State Council 
and the House of Representatives. He took aim at 
members of the HoR in particular, whom he 
accused of trying to subvert the political process 
for their own ends under the guise of procedure in 
order to “maintain their authority in perpetuity”.8 
As such, both institutions feared that the 
National Conference would result in their being 
bypassed and outmanoeuvred.

Furthermore, there was real anxiety among some 
elements in western Libya that the conference 
was only meant to give blessing to what had 
already been agreed between al-Serraj and 
Haftar in Abu Dhabi.9 These fears and concerns 
were further compounded by the lack of 
transparency from UNSMIL as far as the 
participants, agenda and conference programme 
were concerned. Despite the UN repeatedly 
emphasising Libyan ownership over the process, 
many Libyans believed that, once again, the 

international community was set to impose a 
solution on the country.

Opinions within the HoR and the wider eastern 
political scene were divided between those who 
feared the National Conference in Ghadames 
would represent another attempt by the UN and 
the international community to impose a new 
agreement, while others saw an opportunity to 
translate the LAAF’s territorial gains into political 
capital. Haftar’s military achievements in eastern 
and southern Libya had strengthened his 
domestic and international status as the key 
interlocutor in eastern Libya.

However, the National Conference was overtaken 
by events when, on 4 April, the LAAF attacked 
Tripoli, reflecting Haftar’s lack of trust in political 
processes to achieve his ambition of ascending to 
power. Furthermore, it was meant to include 
representatives from the HoR and the then 
Bayda-based Interim Government, meaning that 
Haftar would have to share representation of 
eastern Libya with other players. In addition, 
regional dynamics and rivalry between the UAE 
and Saudi Arabia on one side, and Turkey and 
Qatar on the other, resulted in the UAE and Saudi 
Arabia playing a key role in initiating and 
supporting the LAAF’s offensive on Tripoli.

The LAAF’s attack on the capital also questioned 
UNSMIL’s ability to act as a peace broker in Libya.
The UN peace process has been undermined by
the lack of any unified or coherent stance among   
the permanent members of the United Nations 
Security Council (UNSC) and the international 
community at large. This lack of coherence, 
coupled with increasing intervention by regional 
powers and the UNSC’s inability to stop arms 



embargo violations, resulted in the intensification 
of the conflict. It also enabled the warring parties 
and their foreign backers on both sides to pay lip 

service to the peace process while 
simultaneously pursuing their own aims and 
ambitions through military means.
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When the LAAF launched its assault on Tripoli in 
April 2019, foreign powers scrambled to respond. 
On 4 April, the United Kingdom, the United States, 
France, Italy and the UAE issued a joint statement 
citing concerns about the fighting near Gharyan 
and urging all parties to immediately de-escalate 
tensions.10 The following day, a G7 foreign 
ministers’ statement urged all parties to halt the 
fighting and “movements towards Tripoli”, 
although as with the joint statement, it did not 
refer to Haftar or the LAAF directly.11 UN 
Secretary-General António Guterres also tweeted 
that he was “deeply concerned by the military 
movement taking place in Libya and the risk of 
confrontation”.12 

However, because of the divergent stances of its 
members, the UNSC failed to reach an agreement 
over how to respond. On 19 April, the UK brought a 
draft resolution in front of the Security Council 
calling for a ceasefire in Libya. The draft 
resolution failed to get the required support 
within the UNSC, with the US and Russia both 
opposing the resolution.
While the US appealed for more time to weigh its 
options, its reluctance to support the resolution 

had been preceded by a wave of mixed signals 
from US officials.13 The State Department 
condemned the attack and urged the LAAF to halt 
its advance, while National Security Advisor John 
Bolton had reportedly expressed the Trump 
administration’s appreciation for the LAAF’s 
anti-terrorism efforts, seemingly giving a green 
light to the attack just prior to the offensive.14 
Russia, for its part, rejected the resolution 
because it made specific reference to the LAAF as 
the responsible party for the escalation in 
violence.

This failure to issue any resolution or 
condemnation of the attack on Tripoli further 
dented UNSMIL’s credibility and legitimacy as a 
peace broker in Libya.

As Salamé himself rued during an interview with 
the Geneva-based Centre for Humanitarian 
Dialogue in June 2020, at the time of Haftar’s 
advance on Tripoli, “most” Security Council 
member states were supporting the attack, 
thereby rendering UNSMIL’s efforts irrelevant.15 

10 UK government press release, “Fighting near Gharyan, Libya: joint statement”, 4 April 2019. https://bit.ly/31rdNX3
11France Diplomacy, “G7 Foreign Ministers’ Statement on the situation in the West of Libya”, 5 April 2019. https://bit.ly/2HgEgzg
12 Reuters, “U.N. chief concerned by military movement in Libya, sees risk of confrontation”, 4 April 2019. https://reut.rs/3jgfqgj
13 Kathy Gilsinan, “A Warlord Rises in Libya”, The Atlantic, 24 April 2019. https://bit.ly/3m1T3wQ
14 David D. Kirkpatrick, “The White House Blessed a War in Libya, but Russia Won It”, The New York Times, 14 April 2020. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/14/world/middleeast/libya-russia-john-bolton.html?smtyp=cur&smid=tw-nytimes%22
15  The Mediator’s Studio, “Ghassan Salamé on the failures of the international community to stop wars”, Oslo Forum podcast, 
Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, 20 June 2020.  https://bit.ly/2HnZtal

United Nations Security Council fails to 

agree on call for Libya ceasefire

April 2019



The UNSC’s inability to pull together and forge a 
united stance on Libya also served to open the 
door to greater direct and indirect intervention by 
regional and international actors. Years of covert 
intervention conducted with plausible deniability 
and without any consequences by the LAAF’s 
foreign backers in the form of the UAE, Russia, 

Egypt and, to lesser extent, France had already 
provided Haftar with the support he needed to 
pursue a military solution. The unwillingness of 
these states to condemn his attack on Tripoli only 
emboldened him more, further complicating the 
role of UNSMIL as a peace mediator between 
Libya’s conflicting parties.

 
16 For the text of the three concerned articles, see the full Libyan Political Agreement at 
https://unsmil.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/Libyan%20Political%20Agreement%20-%20ENG%20.pdf
17  The House of Representatives, Law No. 6 for the year 2014 concerning the call for urgent intervention to protect civilians and 
state institutions, August 2014. https://parliament.ly/قرار-رقم-6-لسنة-4102م-في-شأن-المطالبة-بالتدخ/ 
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HoR breakaway group convenes in Tripoli 

May 2019

On 2 May, a group of boycotting House of 
Representatives members convened in Tripoli and 
agreed to set up a parallel parliamentary 
structure in Tripoli to oppose the LAAF’s military 
campaign to take control of Tripoli. This move 
came after the HoR in the east gave its blessing to 
the LAAF’s campaign and was aimed at further 
undermining the HoR in the east and 
delegitimising Haftar’s attack on the capital.

Around 42 members, most of whom had been 
boycotting the HoR in the east either since its 
inception in 2014 or since it refused to approve 
the Libyan Political Agreement (LPA) of 2015, 
attended the first session convened in Tripoli and 
agreed to set up what was essentially a parallel 
parliament and to appoint a temporary president 
to oversee its work and sessions until the entire 
parliament could convene again.
The convening members, who come mainly from 
the west of Libya, claimed to derive their 
legitimacy from articles 16, 17 and 18 of the LPA.16 

However, UNSMIL and other international and 
regional actors involved in the Libya conflict 
refrained from recognising or legitimising the 
breakaway parliament, fearing that engagement 
would further entrench divisions within Libya’s 
political and governing institutions. Despite this, 
the breakaway HoR members in Tripoli pressed 

ahead and appointed a president and two 
deputies, and attempted to perform their duties.

Although unable to issue any binding legislation, 
given the lack of recognition, this rival body has 
been notably active, issuing statements and 
holding hearing sessions for some officials, 
including the head of the Audit Bureau and the 
governor of the Central Bank in Tripoli.

The HoR in Tobruk has been divided since its 
inauguration in 2014. These divisions worsened 
and since 2016 the HoR has rarely had the legal 
quorum for any of its sessions. As a result, the 
legitimacy of the HoR as an institution and that of 
its legislation or decisions has been questionable 
at best.

The head of the HoR, Agilah Saleh, has been 
making decisions unilaterally using ambiguous 
legislation adopted in August 2014,17 and called 
for intervention from the United Nations and the 
Security Council to protect civilians and state 
institutions. The legislation, labelled decision No. 
6 of the year 2014,  states in its second article that 
HoR members delegate some of their powers to 
the presidency’s office (i.e. the president and his 
two deputies).



 18  Reuters, “Explainer: Who is targeting the Muslim Brotherhood?”, 3 May 2019. 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trump-muslimbrotherhood-explainer/explainer-who-is-targeting-the-muslim-brotherh
ood-idUSKCN1S90YX
19  Al-Wasat, “High Council of State leader Khaled Al-Mishri announces resignation and withdrawal from Muslim Brotherhood”, 28 
January 2019. http://en.alwasat.ly/news/libya/234179
20  France 24, “Militia leader Haftar claims mandate to rule Libya, UN-backed government denounces ‘coup’", 29 April 2020. 
https://www.france24.com/en/20200429-without-naming-libya-s-haftar-france-condemns-unilateral-action-in-libya
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The HoR in Tobruk votes to designate 

the Muslim Brotherhood a “terrorist 

organisation”

On 14 May, the House of Representatives in 
Tobruk voted to designate the Muslim 
Brotherhood a “terrorist organisation”. Although 
this designation had been mooted by the HoR for 
some time, the vote, which like other HoR 
decisions was made without a proper quorum, 
came over a month after the launch of the LAAF’s 
offensive to capture the capital, and the 
convening of the first session of the breakaway 
HoR in Tripoli. Additionally, the designation 
follows a regional pattern whereby Cairo, Riyadh 
and Abu Dhabi have also designated the Muslim 
Brotherhood a terrorist organisation.18

The designation was a political stunt by the HoR 
in Tobruk and its pro-LAAF members in particular, 
and was a clear attempt to delegitimise the HoR 
members who were convening in Tripoli, many of 
whom were Islamist in orientation. It was also a 
way of trying to undermine the Higher State 
Council, whose leader Khalid al-Mishri, had been 
a key member of the Muslim Brotherhood, 
although he had resigned from the movement in 

January 2019.19

This decision should be viewed within the context 
of attempts by both sides in the conflict to create 
a narrative that undermines their opponents. 
Political labelling has been exploited by Libya’s 
warring parties as a way to delegitimise each 
other’s agency and constituencies. The LAAF and 
the HoR have long sought to dismiss their 
opponents as terrorists and Islamists, failing to 
distinguish between the different strands and 
orientations of political Islamism. They have also 
sought to justify successive military campaigns 
as a war against terrorism. 

Conversely, the Tripoli- and Misrata-based 
authorities accuse their eastern rivals of 
implementing a counter-revolutionary agenda 
aimed at establishing a new military dictatorship 
in Libya. Both sides of the conflict in Libya are 
using similar rhetoric and political labelling to 
their regional backers.20



21  Reuters, “Bombed Tripoli migrant detention center being emptied: U.N.”, 10 July 2019. 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-migrants/bombed-tripoli-migrant-detention-center-being-emptied-un-idUS
KCN1U511O
22  Manisha Ganguly, “Libya migrant attack: UN investigators suspect foreign jet bombed centre”, BBC News, 6 November 2019. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-50302602 
23  France 24, “Libyan guards shot at fleeing migrants, UN says, as Security Council fails to condemn attack”, 4 July 2019. 
https://www.france24.com/en/20190704-libya-un-security-council-attack-tajoura-libya-migrant-centre
24  United Nations Security Council press release, “As Foreign Interference in Libya Reaches Unprecedented Levels, 
Secretary-General Warns Security Council ‘Time Is Not on Our Side’, Urges End to Stalemate”, 8 July 2020. 
https://www.un.org/press/en/2020/sc14243.doc.htm
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UNSC fails to issue joint statement 

denouncing airstrike on migrant 

detention centre in Libya
On 2 July, an airstrike hit a migrant detention 
centre in Tajoura, on the outskirts of Tripoli, killing 
at least 44 people and wounding more than 130. 
GNA officials blamed the attack on LAAF forces, 
but the LAAF denied responsibility and blamed 
the attack on GNA forces.21 A UN report concluded 
that the airstrike was likely conducted by a fighter 
jet from an unnamed foreign country, but the 
United Arab Emirates was named by diplomatic 
sources familiar with the matter as the party 
responsible.22 However, apart from media reports, 
the UAE was never publicly called out by the UN or 
held accountable as the perpetrator.

On 3 July, the UNSC held an emergency session in 
order to draw up a response, but the United 

States Mission to the UN refused to endorse the 
statement circulated by the UK because it did not 
get authorisation from the White House to 
support it.23 Although no reason was given, it 
would appear that the US was reluctant to back 
any statement that apportioned blame to one 
side in the conflict. The lack of condemnation also 
further emboldened the LAAF to continue to 
launch airstrikes against targets in western Libya, 
some of which caused civilian casualties.
Furthermore, the weakness of the international 
system has emboldened the parties to the Libyan 
conflict, enabling local and foreign actors to 
commit crimes against civilians with impunity, 
leading to a vicious cycle of atrocities.24
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https://www.ekathimerini.com/254529/article/ekathimerini/news/us-official-turkey-libya-maritime-deal-eastmed-drilling-are-c
ounterproductive
27  Maggie Michaels, “Russian mercenaries backing militia commander trying to capture Tripoli, Libya and US officials say”, 
Associated Press, 5 December 2019. 
https://www.militarytimes.com/flashpoints/2019/12/06/russian-mercenaries-backing-militia-commander-trying-to-capture-tri
poli-libya-and-us-officials-say/
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Turkey and GNA sign maritime and 

security cooperation agreements
On 28 November, Turkey and the GNA signed two 
Memoranda of Understanding (MoU) that would 
go on to have a profound impact on the dynamics 
of the Libyan conflict. The first of these MoUs was 
a maritime borders demarcation agreement to 
create joint exclusive economic zones between 
Turkey and Libya in the Mediterranean. The 
agreement would allow Turkey’s unfettered 
transportation in a region where it seeks to assert 
a larger political and security role, as well as the 
exploitation of natural resources. The deal 
provoked major friction internationally, with a 
number of Mediterranean nations condemning 
the agreement as a violation of international 
maritime law. Various countries, including Egypt, 
Greece, France and Cyprus, as well as the 
European Union, rejected the MoU,25 while in July 
2020, a US State Department official described it 
as provocative and counter-productive.26

The second MoU was for a joint security 
cooperation agreement laying out a broad 
framework for cooperation across the military 
and security sectors, including through Turkish 

provision of training and expertise, as well as 
weapons and Turkish military advisers. Indeed, 
these agreements opened the door for Ankara to 
intervene in Libya in an overt fashion, including 
through sending large quantities of weapons and 
thousands of Syrian mercenaries to support the 
GNA.

Despite the fact that the LAAF had been relying 
increasingly on Russian support in the form of 
Wagner Group mercenaries, who were fighting on 
the frontlines in Tripoli,27 this overt declaration of 
Turkish military support provoked uproar in the 
east, triggering a wave of protests and 
demonstrations throughout eastern towns. 
Unsurprisingly, the eastern authorities rejected 
the agreements as illegal and non-binding.

On the military front, however, Turkish support 
proved to be decisive, turning the tide in the GNA’s 
favour, and led to the retreat of the LAAF and its 
complete withdrawal from western Libya in June 
2020.



28 Reuters, “Haftar leaves Moscow without signing ceasefire agreement: TASS”, 14 January 2020. 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-russia-haftar/russia-says-libyas-haftar-left-moscow-without-signing-cease
fire-deal-tass-idUSKBN1ZD0K0 
29 Reuters, “Turkey, Russia mull joint working group on Libya – ministry”, 22 July 2020. 
https://www.reuters.com/article/libya-security-turkey-russia/turkey-russia-mull-joint-working-group-on-libya-ministry-idUSI7
N2CT02O 
30  Andrey Kortunov, “The Astana Model: Methods and Ambitions of Russian Political Action”, Russian International Affairs 
Council, 15 October 2019. 
https://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/analytics/the-astana-model-methods-and-ambitions-of-russian-politica
l-action/ 
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Moscow meeting fails to produce ceasefire
On 9 January, in what seemed like an attempt to 
monopolise international diplomacy in Libya, 
Russian President Vladimir Putin and his Turkish 
counterpart Recep Tayyip Erdoğan announced a 
ceasefire initiative from Istanbul as they 
inaugurated a pipeline carrying gas to Europe. The 
two presidents called for a ceasefire in Libya to 
take effect from 12 January. On that day, Fayez 
al-Serraj, Khalifa Haftar, Khalid al-Mishri and 
Agilah Saleh travelled to Moscow for a meeting 
where it was hoped they would sign up to a 
ceasefire agreement.

However, Haftar and Saleh left Moscow without 
signing the agreement in protest over some of its 
clauses that determined the ceasefire’s 
geographic parameters, and the timeline for 
disbanding armed groups in Tripoli.28 One of the 
main areas of contention was the GNA’s demand 
for the LAAF to withdraw its forces to pre-April 
2019 lines. The GNA feared that an unconditional 
ceasefire would only solidify the LAAF’s hold over 
territory it had taken during the fight for the 
capital. The LAAF, however, was unwilling to 
relinquish any of the gains it had made since April 
2019 and refused to countenance retracting its 
forces. The addition of the Tripoli breakaway 
parliamentary group as a signatory to the 
agreement was reportedly also deemed 
problematic to the eastern camp.

Indeed, for Haftar, and for the UAE, which was 
accused of playing a role in obstructing the 
signing of the Moscow agreement, a military 

victory was still possible and a ceasefire 
agreement was viewed as an undeserved win for 
Ankara and its Libyan allies. Haftar also feared 
that by signing the agreement, he would implicitly 
legitimise Ankara and its role in the conflict.

Although it failed, this attempt at a ceasefire saw 
Russia and Turkey suddenly emerge as potential 
new peace-brokers in the Libyan conflict. The two 
powers have several competing regional 
interests, perhaps most notably in Syria. Even so, 
Moscow and Ankara have also shown great ability 
and skill at managing their rivalry against the 
backdrop of their long-term strategic 
partnership. On July 22, Russia and Turkey 
announced efforts to form a joint working group 
on Libya during talks in Ankara between Turkish 
and Russian officials. The joint group would 
oversee continued cooperation to agree and 
oversee a lasting and sustainable ceasefire in 
Libya.29 However, this working group did not 
materialise.

As Moscow seeks to strengthen its engagement 
with the eastern Libyan bloc and Ankara builds its 
military footprint and influence in Tripoli, Erdoğan 
and Putin could repeat realities of Syria 
diplomacy,30 whereby the most invested foreign 
players take charge of the peace and conflict 
resolution process. Such a process would 
presumably favour Turkish and Russian interests 
over Libyan ones and would sideline the 
international effort in Libya managed by the UN.

5  International Crisis Group, “Making the Best of France’s Libya Summit”, Briefing No. 58, 28 May 2018. 
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/north-africa/libya/b58-making-best-frances-libya-summit



31  Guney Yildiz, “How Russia and Turkey sidelined Europe on Libya”, Middle East Institute, 17 January 2020. 
https://www.mei.edu/publications/how-russia-and-turkey-sidelined-europe-libya
32  “Germany: No sanctions discussed, 'If arms embargo is violated, we'll have to wait and see' – Merkel”, press conference, 19 
January 2020. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=COTJaZa7zHM
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The Berlin Conference
After months of consultations and six 
consultative preparatory meetings with Libyan, 
regional and international actors, the German 
government announced that the Berlin 
Conference would take place on 19 January. 
Although preparations had been ongoing for some 
time, the hijacking of international diplomacy on 
Libya by Presidents Putin and Erdoğan, who had 
sought to broker a ceasefire in Moscow in early 
January, played a key role in Germany’s rushing to 
hold the meeting.31

The conference was attended by a host of foreign 
leaders whose countries are deemed most 
relevant to the potential for a resolution to the 
conflict in Libya, including French President 
Emmanuel Macron, Italian Prime Minister 
Giuseppe Conte and Egyptian President 
Abdulfattah al-Sissi, as well as Putin and 
Erdoğan. Also present were US Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo, UN Secretary-General António 
Guterres, and representatives of the UN, the EU 
and the African Union.
The main objective of the conference was to 
produce a common international position that 
could help UNSMIL achieve a political deal and 
ultimately reunite Libya. It was intended as a way 
to rein in regional actors and prevent them from 
fuelling the conflict by continuing to supply arms, 
military equipment and military personnel to the 
warring parties. For this reason, Libyan 
participants were not included in the meeting. 
Although Haftar and al-Sarraj were both present 
in Berlin, they were not party to the conference 
itself. Noticeably, their presence in Berlin and the 

fact that they did not meet each other 
overshadowed the conference.

However, despite the declared commitments by 
the signatories to the Berlin declaration, it did 
little to de-escalate the situation in Libya. 
Although the signatories pledged to 
“unequivocally and fully respect and implement” 
the UN arms embargo, foreign powers continued 
to violate their commitments, supplying 
continued flows of weapons and mercenaries in 
support of their Libyan proxies. Indeed, one of the 
problems with the Berlin declaration was that 
there was no implementation mechanism put in 
place. When asked during a press conference how 
the provisions would be enforced, German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel responded: “We didn’t 
talk about sanctions today… should something 
happen, we will have to wait and see.”32

However, an International Follow-up Committee 
was set up to meet on a bi-weekly and monthly 
basis, at the technical and high levels 
respectively, to monitor the implementation of 
the provisions of the Berlin declaration.

Furthermore, although the Berlin Conference 
launched a series of UN-backed negotiations in 
Geneva across three tracks — military, political 
and economic — these talks went nowhere and 
were overtaken by military developments in Libya, 
as well as by the fact that by March 2020 the 
international community was fully absorbed with 
managing the COVID-19 pandemic.



33  Sami Zaptia, “HoR head Ageela Saleh proposes 8-point political initiative”, Libya Herald, 25 April 2020. 
https://www.libyaherald.com/2020/04/25/hor-head-ageela-saleh-proposes-8-point-political-initiative/
34 “Agilah Saleh discusses his initiative with tribal and social leaders in his hometown of al-Guba”, YouTube, 29 April 2020. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ky5qzC_wJs8
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Agilah Saleh issues initiative for political 

settlement; Haftar declares he has 

popular mandate to rule

On 25 April, Agilah Saleh presented a political 
initiative aimed at bringing peace to Libya.33 The 
initiative sought to reform the GNA’s Presidency 
Council, replacing it with a new structure made up 
of three members representing Libya’s three 
historical regions (Cyrenaica, Fezzan and 
Tripolitania). It also sought to appoint a separate 
prime minister as head of a new transitional 
government that would be approved by the HoR 
and would rule, along with the reformulated 
Presidency Council, for a transitional period until 
the adoption of a new constitution and the 
holding of parliamentary and presidential 
elections.

This initiative, which garnered support among the 
federalist movement in eastern Libya due to its 
revival of the old federal structure, as well as 
among some elements in the south who 
welcomed their region being given a role equal to 
that of the west and east of the country, came on 
the backdrop of the LAAF’s faltering campaign in 
Tripoli and the recognition in the east that a 
military victory was now impossible. Saleh gained 
some prominence both domestically and 
internationally with this plan and was supported 
in particular by Moscow. Saleh claimed he had 
been encouraged and supported by Russia in his 
transition initiative.34 At a tribal gathering at 
al-Guba, the hometown of Saleh, he read excerpts 
of a letter he claimed he had received from 
Russian officials, urging Saleh to propose a new 

political initiative that would bring an end to the 
GNA.  Indeed, in the face of Haftar’s failing Tripoli 
operation, for Moscow, Saleh represented an 
acceptable political face through whom it could 
continue to support the eastern camp.

This was all the more pertinent given that, on 27 
April, Haftar declared the UN-brokered LPA — 
signed in December 2015 — to be null. He also 
announced that he had been granted a popular 
mandate to rule the country.

This declaration was an indication of Haftar’s 
weakening position. Turkey’s direct intervention 
had diminished the LAAF’s military superiority in 
the conflict for the capital, and he was facing the 
possible repercussions of a potential military 
defeat in western Libya. Fearing the impact that 
such a defeat may have on his own support base, 
this somewhat desperate declaration was 
Haftar’s way of rallying his supporters and trying 
to project himself as a national hero who was 
defending the will of the Libyan people against 
foreign aggression.

However, this gesture was rejected by some 
factions in the east, including within the HoR, 
where some MPs saw the declaration as a 
challenge to the civilian authority of the eastern 
government. It also put Haftar at odds with Saleh, 
fuelling speculation about a major rift between 
the two leaders.



Indeed, the standoff looked as though it was 
about to unravel the eastern camp, with the 
eastern community divided between the 
proposals of the two men. However, Saleh 
stressed to the Libyan media shortly afterwards 
that his political initiative did not contradict 
Haftar’s declaration and that both sought to 
achieve the same result, namely ending the LPA 

and replacing the GNA.35

While Saleh’s initiative may have won him some 
attention, it was always going to struggle to gain 
acceptance from many factions in the west of 
Libya, not least because it disproportionately 
empowered the HoR.

On 6 June, Egyptian President Abdulfattah 
al-Sissi announced during a press conference 
with Agilah Saleh and Khalifa Haftar a political 
proposal to resolve the crisis in Libya, which 
became known as the Cairo Declaration.36 Egypt’s 
efforts came after the defeat of the LAAF in Tripoli 
and its rapid retreat eastwards and the emerging 
split between Haftar and Saleh in eastern Libya.

Although this initiative was roundly rejected by 
the GNA and its supporters in western Libya, 
through it Egypt achieved two goals. First, it 
further eased tensions in eastern Libya and 
enabled Saleh and Haftar to present a united 

front following the military defeat in Tripoli. 
Second, Egypt wanted to lay the ground for 
potential military intervention in Libya if GNA 
forces backed by Turkey insisted on moving 
eastwards to take Sirte and al-Jufra. During his 
press conference with Saleh and Haftar, al-Sissi 
warned against attempts to seek a military 
solution to the crisis.37 Indeed, on 20 June, after 
inspecting troops in Egypt’s western military zone 
near the Libyan border, al-Sissi warned that Egypt 
had the right to intervene if the GNA and Turkey 
forcefully seized the city of Sirte. This 
represented the most explicit threat of direct 
military intervention in Libya by Egypt thus far.37 38

36 International Crisis Group, “Interpreting Haftar’s Gambit in Libya”, 4 May 2020. 
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/north-africa/libya/interpreting-haftars-gambit-libya
36 Egyptian State Information Service press release, “Sisi, Saleh, Haftar announce ceasefire initiative in Libya”, 6 June 2020. 
https://www.sis.gov.eg/Story/147487/Sisi%2C-Saleh%2C-Haftar-announce-ceasefire-initiative-in-Libya?lang=en-us
37  Egyptian State Information Service, “Speech by H.E. President Abdel Fattah El Sisi during joint press conference with Haftar 
and Saleh on Libyan crisis”, 7 June 2020. 
https://www.sis.gov.eg/Story/147498/Speech-by-H.E.-President-Abdel-Fattah-El-Sisi-during-joint-press-conference-with-Haft
ar-and-Saleh-on-Libyan-crisis?lang=en-us 
38  Samer al-Atrush, “Egypt’s Sisi Warns of Intervention in Libya Over Sirte”, Bloomberg, 20 June 2020. 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-06-20/egypt-s-sisi-warns-of-intervention-in-libyan-city-of-sirte 
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Power and Violence
Introduction

35

The nationwide civil conflict that began in Libya in 
2014 ebbed and flowed in localised settings in the 
years leading up to its resurgence in April 2019. As 
eastern armed groups of the Libyan Arab Armed 
Forces (LAAF) consolidated power by force 
throughout the eastern and central regions, 
violent power struggles among armed groups in 
western Libya continued to disrupt administrative 
functions in the capital.1 The Government of 
National Accord (GNA), seated in 2016, struggled 
to earn legitimacy outside Tripoli.

Throughout this period, the Fezzan region fell into 
a state of further neglect by Tripoli authorities, 
which presented the LAAF with an opportunity to 
assert geographical dominance beyond the 
eastern region. The persistent strain over limited 
resources and route control among Tebu, Tuareg 
and Arab tribes — as well as claims of the 
infiltration of Chadian and Nigerien Tebu in 
post-revolution Libya — set the stage for 
renewed tensions in 2018 that factored into 
alliance formation the following year.2 In the early 
months of 2019, the LAAF seized the chance to 
project itself as the primary security provider for 
its southern allies, namely Arab tribes and Ahali 
communities, following its consolidation of power 
in eastern and central Libya, the Oil Crescent, and 
other coastal locations, namely Derna.3

As the LAAF locked in alliances throughout 2018 
that set the stage for a swift advance in the south 
in early 2019, rifts among armed groups in 
western Libya continued. A bout of clashes in 
September and October 2018 in and around 
Tripoli revived again in January 2019.4 Tripoli’s 
persistent instability and corruption led to a rise 
in LAAF sympathies among some power-brokers 
in western Libya. Buttressed by the LAAF’s 
expanding military power, Khalifa Haftar had 
secretly attempted negotiations with political, 
business and armed-group leaders in power 
centres of Misrata, Tripoli and Tarhouna, as well 
as Zintan, throughout the early months of 2019. 
Haftar calculated that were he able to achieve 
political leverage, a posture of his forces might be 
enough to facilitate his entry into the capital 
through tactical alliances rather than a 
protracted offensive.

By early February 2019, GNA-aligned armed 
groups anticipated LAAF movement north 
towards the capital.5 The LAAF’s subsequent 
capture of the mountain town of Gharyan, just 
south of the capital, at the start of April, and an 
approach on the strategic coastal city of Sirte, 
sounded alarms in Tripoli of a possible attack. On 
4 April, Haftar announced the LAAF’s impending 
march on Tripoli with the expectation    

1 Despite its formal name, the LAAF is not an official army, but rather a loose coalition of armed forces ranging from highly 
capable special operations brigades to armed groups. The GNA’s coalition comprises a similar range of professionalism and 
capability, and is more reliant on young, untrained volunteers known as the “quwat al musanda” (supporting forces).
2  Fransje Molenaar, et al., “The Status Quo Defied: The Legitimacy of Traditional Authorities in Areas of Limited Statehood in Mali, 
Niger and Libya”, CRU Report, August 2019. https://bit.ly/36KsBmX; Nate Wilson and Inga Kristina Trauthig, ”Understanding 
Libya‘s South Eight Years After Qaddafi”, United States Institute of Peace, 23 October 2019. https://bit.ly/2I66m0B
3 The term “Ahali” is commonly used to denote non-tribal groups indigenous to Libya that are neither Tebu, nor Tuareg, nor Arab. 
Another term is also often cited interchangeably: “Fezzazna”, to describe populations of the south that may also include Tuareg 
and Tebu. See Valerie Stocker, “Inside Libya’s Wild West”, Atlantic Council, June 2014. https://bit.ly/30Hzlyl
4 Human Rights Watch, “Libya: Events of 2018”, World Report 2019. 
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/libya
5 Wolfram Lacher, “Libya’s Conflict Enters a Dangerous New Phase”, SWP Comment, No. 8, February 2019. https://bit.ly/3jHVAf0; 
UNSC Panel Report 2019 (S/2019/914), p. 8 (hereafter, Lacher, “Libya’s Conflict Enters a Dangerous New Phase”)
  



of limited resistance by its armed groups.6 

However, the swift victory that Haftar had been 
hoping for did not materialise, and western Libya 
became embroiled in a conflict that was to persist 
for over a year, with both parties to the conflict 
usurping and ceding control of various 
installations and towns, as frontline areas 
typically shifted only kilometres at a time.

The role of foreign powers in Libya’s domestic 
conflict intensified throughout 2019 and 2020. In 
the year that followed the April 2019 attack, the 

GNA suffered heavily defending itself against the 
LAAF’s superior air-power capability supported 
by the UAE. Conflict dynamics shifted with the 
insertion of foreign-supplied, high-grade 
weaponry; military and commercial Unmanned 
Aerial Vehicles (UAV, or “drones”); and 
mercenaries.7 The policies of the multitude of 
countries directly invested in the outcome — the 
UAE, Turkey, Russia, France, Italy, Egypt and 
others — continue to influence the course of the 
conflict in a manner that has prevented a 
Libyan-born solution to political power 
distribution.

On 15 January, the LAAF announced the start of 
its operation to “liberate the south”.8 Although the 
LAAF stated that the operation was aimed at 
protecting local and foreign oil firms, fighting 
terrorism and tackling illegal migration, this 
operation was a push by Haftar to seize control of 
Libya’s vast, ungoverned and oil-rich southern 
region.9 Since the expulsion of the GNA-aligned 
Third Force from Misrata in 2017, the south had 
remained in the hands of an array of competing 
forces with divided loyalties. Having consolidated 
its power in eastern Libya with the takeover of 
Derna in June 2018, the LAAF saw its chance and 
moved in. 

The southern province, geographically, politically 
and administratively distant from the capital, 
contains key oil fields upon which Tripoli’s power 
centres and armed groups financially depend. As 

such, the LAAF’s announcement caused serious 
alarm in Tripoli, with many in western Libya 
fearing not only that Haftar’s takeover over the 
south would bolster his standing and leverage 
inside and outside Libya, but also that it was a 
prelude to an attack on the capital.10 

Having no force of his own to send to the south to 
repel the LAAF, the head of the Presidential 
Council, Fayez al-Serraj, appointed Tuareg leader 
Ali Kanna as the military commander for Sebha, in 
the hope that he could rally Tuareg and Tebu 
forces behind him and put up a fight against the 
LAAF.11 Broadly speaking, these ethnic groups — 
which were previously in repeated conflict with 
one another — forged loose alliances with the 
GNA to oppose Haftar.  As the Tebu and Tuareg are 
not monolithic entities, divisions among familial 
branches did not lead to immediate or loyal  

6 TRT World, “Libya’s Haftar Orders Forces to March To Tripoli”, 4 April 2019. https://bit.ly/3nsJ3OM
7 United Nations Security Council (UNSC) Panel report, 9 December 2019. https://bit.ly/33Cna7v
8 Ayman al-Warfalli, “East Libyan forces heading south to secure oil sites”, Reuters, 15 January 2019. https://reut.rs/3jHLNFB  
(hereafter, al-Warfalli, “East Libyan forces heading south”)
9 Al-Warfalli, “East Libyan forces heading south”.
10 Lacher, “Libya’s Conflict Enters a Dangerous New Phase”.
11 Ali Kanna is a former commander in the Border Guards. While his force was administratively tied to the GNA, Kanna bore no 
particular loyalty to this coalition throughout the conflict. See Abdulkader Assad, “Al Sirraj Appoints Ali Kanna commander of 
Sabha military zone”, Libya Observer, 6 February 2019.  https://bit.ly/3lndyDT

Power and Violence36

January - February 2019

LAAF sweeps the south



allegiance with the GNA in opposition to the LAAF.

Within a few days of the announcement, the LAAF 
moved swiftly throughout cities and towns in the 
south without resistance, taking control briefly 
before delegating power to local Arab allies who 
had been co-opted prior to the advance. Forces 
moved from Benghazi southeast to Sabha, 
successfully pushing Tebu armed groups just 
beyond the city’s outskirts by late January. LAAF 
forces continued on, taking the densely 
populated areas of Murzuq and Ubari and the 
neighbouring small towns of Ghudwa and 
Taraghin by early February. Their seizure of the 
Sharara oilfield on 5 February proved critical in 
the LAAF’s national power projection.12

The LAAF’s incursion was welcomed by the Awlad 
Suleiman and Zwai Arab tribes in Sabha and 
Kufra, respectively, which facilitated Haftar’s 
advance. The Ahali communities in southern 
Libya, a minority population of black Arabs with 
no tribal affiliation concentrated in southwestern 
towns,13 benefitted from the LAAF’s temporary 
restoration of their previous control over 
administrative functions. Other groups were more 

circumspect. The Magarha and Gaddafa tribes, 
which were strongly associated with the Gaddafi 
regime, remained ambivalent but did not actively 
oppose the incursion. Other groups opposed to 
the LAAF, namely some Tebu, claimed human 
rights abuses at its hands in an attempted “ethnic 
cleansing” of the south.14 Tebu armed groups had 
previously allied with the eastern government in 
2014, until differences with the Awlad Suleiman 
led to heightened hostilities in the years that 
followed. Moreover, Arab locals and some Libyan 
Tebu claim that Tebu of Chadian and Nigerian 
origin have infiltrated the south in an attempt to 
lay claim to Libya’s wealth.

The LAAF’s takeover of the south put the eastern 
camp in a strong position to negotiate with GNA 
power-brokers over the terms of a possible 
transition to a new unity government. As for the 
most contested issues since 2014 — mainly oil 
income distribution, political power and control 
over formal security apparatuses — the eastern 
government and the LAAF gained and maintained 
considerable leverage with which to bargain with 
western leaders in a potential power-sharing 
agreement. 

12 Reuters, “Eastern Libyan forces take El Sharara Oil Field”, 6 February 2019. 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-oilfield/eastern-libyan-forces-take-over-el-sharara-oilfield-idUSKCN1PV25G
13 Ahali communities are Libyan Arabs in Fezzan who are unaffiliated by tribe. See United Nations Security Council press release, 
4 September 2019. https://www.un.org/press/en/2019/sc13938.doc.htm; Al-Ain News, هالي بجنوب ليبيا� .July 2019 7 تجدد ا�شتباكات بين ا�رهابيين وا
https://al-ain.com/amp/article/libya-isis-appears-desert-clashes-south-libya
14 Umberto Profazio, “Push for southern Libya tests ethnic ties and regional alliances”, IISS, 15 March 2019. 
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/analysis/2019/03/southern-libya
15 UNSC Panel report 2018 (S/2018/812), p. 2. https://www.undocs.org/S/2018/812
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Haftar seeks alliances in western Libya
As the LAAF consolidated its hold over the south, 
Tripoli’s armed groups remained at loggerheads. 
Since the fall of the former regime in 2011, the 
capital’s armed groups have held 
disproportionate power over different institutions 
in Tripoli in a manner that has encouraged 
extortion and corruption.15  This ongoing dynamic, 
combined with public distaste for rampant 

mismanagement in the capital, provided Haftar 
with an opportunity to exploit this weaknesses 
and to try to forge alliances with the growing list 
of aggrieved  opponents. Alliances with key 
groups in and around Tripoli were vital to his 
operation, as the LAAF lacked the capacity to take 
the city by military force alone.



16 Wolfram Lacher, “Who Is Fighting Whom In Tripoli? How the 2019 Civil War is Transforming Libya’s Military Landscape”, German 
Institute for International and Security Affairs (SWP), Small Arms Survey, August 2019. 
http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/fileadmin/docs/T-Briefing-Papers/SAS-SANA-BP-Tripoli-2019.pdf (hereafter, Lacher, “Who Is 
Fighting Whom In Tripoli?”)
17 Lacher, “Libya’s Conflict Enters a Dangerous New Phase”.
18 Lacher, “Libya’s Conflict Enters a Dangerous New Phase”.
19 UNSC Panel Report 2019, pp. 126, 270, 914; https://undocs.org/S/2019/914; Heba Salah, “Blow to renegade Libya general as 
strategic airbase falls”, Financial Times, 18 May 2020. https://www.ft.com/content/af9db9b5-06f1-4050-8071-92c771d8bfed
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Clashes that erupted among Tripoli’s competing 
armed groups in August and September 2018 
revived in January 2019, providing a prime 
opportunity for the LAAF to negotiate with actors 
at the losing end of the battle.16 The temporary 
allegiance between Salah Badi’s Al Somoud 
Brigade and the 7th /9th brigade of Tarhuna, led 
by Mohsen al-Kani (aka “al-Kaniyat”), in 2018 
against the Tripoli armed groups and the coalition 
of Tripoli’s four main armed groups (RADA Special 
Deterrence Forces, Tripoli Revolutionaries 
Brigade (TRB), Nawasi Brigade, and the Ghnewa in 
Abu Salim) left al-Kaniyat defeated and in need of 
a strong ally. Haftar was able, therefore, to 
arrange for Tarhuna to serve as a key staging 
ground for the LAAF’s offensive on the capital 
from the east by forging an agreement with 
al-Kaniyat.17

The LAAF also tried to engage with power brokers 
in Zawiya, a coastal town just east of Tripoli with 
outsize political influence due to its oil storage 
and refinery complex and port, to encourage their 
alliance with its coalition. The Awlad Buhmeira 
tribe, which makes up the Petroleum Facilities 
Guard (PFG) in Zawiya, also known as the Nasr 
Brigade, would later play a key role in preventing 
the LAAF’s entry into the capital vis-à-vis its 
relationships with Tripoli militias. Salafist armed 
groups in control of the towns of Surman and 
Sabratha and factions in Wershefana were 
already aligned. To have Zawiya on board would 
have created hundreds of kilometres of direct line 
right into the capital from the west.18 Ultimately, 
forces in Zawiya could not be persuaded to line up 
behind the LAAF and the town remained 
resolutely allied to the GNA. 

Haftar also had possession of the strategic 
al-Watiya airbase near Zintan. The airbase, one of 
the few Gaddafi-era airbases in western Libya not 

destroyed in 2011, was captured by LAAF-aligned 
groups in 2014. The base served as the LAAF’s 
westernmost location from which to transport 
fighters from its central airbase at Jufra; conduct 
intelligence, reconnaissance and surveillance 
(ISR); and launch airstrikes on Tripoli. Its intact 
hangars and infrastructure at a location so close 
to the capital served as its vital strategic asset 
throughout 2019.19 Following its quick gains in 
Fezzan, therefore, the LAAF had set a potential 
staging ground from the southeast and west of 
Tripoli, and with its control of al-Watiya airbase to 
the south, the LAAF appeared to be in an 
advantageous position to take the capital with 
limited resistance. 

In addition to Libyan stakeholders, Haftar actively 
engaged international players to support his 
mission. Years of support for the LAAF from 
powerful actors such as France, the UAE and 
Russia had resulted in international diplomatic 
efforts towards full engagement of Haftar as a 
figure necessary to any political settlement. 
Haftar’s status as a self-proclaimed military 
leader with the backing of the House of 
Representatives (HoR), and his relative popularity 
for his 2014 war in Benghazi, initially elevated his 
stature within Libya and externally with foreign 
powers as a potential partner for 
counterterrorism efforts. While the motivations of 
each of these foreign powers in support of the 
LAAF is varied and more related to business 
contracts and regional power projection than to 
terrorism, Haftar became the leading face of the 
eastern camp abroad. His elevated diplomatic 
status in the year preceding 2019 provided the 
LAAF with a miscalculated confidence that it 
would be able to take Tripoli with the support of 
the international community.



20  Statement quoted in, "قوة حماية طرابلس" تعلن تشكيل قوة جديدة وموقفها من "الرئاسي" و"الملتقى الوطني"  Al-Araby Jadeed. 1 April 2019. 
https://bit.ly/30n0Qgr
21 Lacher, “Who Is Fighting Whom In Tripoli?”
22 Sami Zaptia, “Pushback Against Serraj-Hafter Abu Dhabi Agreement”, Libya Herald, 4 March 2019. 
https://www.libyaherald.com/2019/03/04/pushback-against-serraj-hafter-abu-dhabi-agreement/
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March - April 2019

GNA prepares for LAAF offensive 
The LAAF continued armed incursions nearer and 
nearer GNA-dominant territories in the lead-up to 
4 April, including moving towards the outskirts of 
Sirte, 245 kilometres from Misrata. In growing 
anticipation of an assault on Tripoli, several 
armed groups pulled together to form a western 
regional military alliance. On 1 April, the Tripoli 
Protection Force announced the unification of all 
armed forces in the western region, stretching 
from Sirte in the east to Ras Jedir in the west, 
under one leadership.
The announcement was made following a large 
meeting at the end of March which brought 
together GNA-aligned armed groups from the 
Tripoli Military Zone, the Western Military Zone 
and the Central Military Zone, as well as armed 
units belonging to the Interior Ministry.20 While 
this pulling-together was aimed primarily at 
rebuffing the anticipated LAAF advance on the 
capital, it was also meant to put an end to the 
in-fighting between the morass of competing 
armed groups that had characterised western 
Libya since the toppling of the former regime in 
2011. Armed groups from Tripoli, Misrata, Zawiya 
and Zintan formed the GNA’s force throughout 
2019. 

Misrata, Libya’s third-largest city and historical 
business and trade hub, deployed fighters from 
the Mahjoub Brigade and other Islamist armed 
groups that would ultimately make up the bulk of 
the GNA’s defences in Tripoli.21  Since the 
transition of Libya from the Gaddafi era, tensions 
between Misrata and Tripoli brigades have cycled 

between interdependence and competition. 
Misrata brigades fought with other western 
brigades to take Tripoli in 2011 and remained 
after the transitional government was in place. 
This led to pressure by Tripolitanians for the 
Misratans to leave, yet their armed groups united 
in 2014 against Haftar’s first nationwide military 
campaign. Since then, the strength of their 
relationships has been dependent on the level of 
the external security threat.  In fact, on 4 March, 
the Misrata Military Council and Council of Elders 
issued a statement pushing back against 
al-Serraj for agreeing to meet Haftar in Abu 
Dhabi. Only one month later, Misrata’s leadership 
would be in full support of the Tripoli 
government.22 

The relationships of the Tripoli and Misrata 
brigades with Zintani forces are likewise critical 
to the dynamics of the armed groups in western 
Libya, yet they have been similarly fraught since 
2014. Some Zintani forces maintained a loose 
alliance with the LAAF after 2014, while others 
were less comfortable allying themselves to 
Haftar. The Zintanis remained split between 
those loyal to Osama Juweili, who is from Zintan 
and was later appointed the GNA’s western 
regional commander, and those that remained 
ambivalent to the LAAF.23 Upon the attack on 
Tripoli, however, western armed groups previously 
at odds with one another quickly put aside their 
differences to unite in their defence against their 
common enemy, the LAAF.



31  Guney Yildiz, “How Russia and Turkey sidelined Europe on Libya”, Middle East Institute, 17 January 2020. 
https://www.mei.edu/publications/how-russia-and-turkey-sidelined-europe-libya
32  “Germany: No sanctions discussed, 'If arms embargo is violated, we'll have to wait and see' – Merkel”, press conference, 19 
January 2020. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=COTJaZa7zHM

23 Al Hamzeh Al Shadeedi and Nancy Ezzeddine, “Libyan Tribes in the Shadows of War and Peace”, CRU Policy Brief, Clingendael – 
Netherlands Institute of International Relations, February 2019. 
https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/2019-02/PB_Tribalism.pdf
24  An LAAF spokesperson first announced the name on 6 April 2019. See “Libya, Our Army is Coming to You – LNA forces advance 
on Tripoli”, Ruptly, YouTube, 6 April, 2019. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J3_uArUx4po
25  UNSC Panel Report 2019 (S/2019/914), p. 107; https://undocs.org/S/2019/914; Mike Ives and David D. Kirkpatrick, “Tripoli’s 
Last Civilian Airport Reopens After Militias Mobilize Against Hifter”, The New York Times, 9 April 2019. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/09/world/middleeast/libya-airport-airstrike-mitiga.html
26 UNSC Panel Report 2019, Annex 6: Maps of the Conflict; https://undocs.org/S/2019/914; Lacher, “Who Is Fighting Whom In 
Tripoli?”
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April 2019

LAAF moves on Tripoli
On 4 April, Haftar announced on live television an 
imminent armed incursion into Tripoli — dubbed 
“Operation Deluge of Dignity”.24 He asserted that 
the LAAF would “liberate” the people of the 
capital and welcome those into the fold who laid 
down their weapons, while ensuring the 
destruction of those who took up arms against it. 
LAAF-aligned groups moved northward to 
capture the Amazigh town of Gharyan which, 
despite its unofficial GNA leanings, was not 
protected by its allied force at the time the LAAF 
moved to take it. As the town lacked the defensive 
capacity to resist, a deal was struck with some 
components in the town to allow LAAF forces to 
enter. The elevated, mountainous location, with a 
developed road leading to Tripoli, would act as a 
vital supply line to the capital’s southern 
frontlines. 

Conflict soon erupted in the southern environs of 
Tripoli, in the Ain Zara area controlled by the 
armed group of Abdul Ghani al-Kikli, a large but 
poorly trained and ill-equipped brigade that 
lacked the defensive power of Tripoli’s other 
well-trained and financed armed groups. LAAF 
forces also staged attacks from the east in the 
Tarhuna region, just southeast of Tripoli, in 
coordination with al-Kaniyat.

The GNA’s forces, now unified, retaliated by 
launching “Operation Volcano of Rage” on 6 April. 
Misrata- and Zawiya-based forces were deployed 
to the capital in support of Tripoli’s armed groups 

as the LAAF and GNA launched airstrikes against 
respective targets. The LAAF moved swiftly to 
seize Tripoli International Airport. Although 
nonfunctional since it was destroyed amid 
fighting in 2014, the airport’s large fenced-in 
grounds lead to a major north-south directional 
highway into the city, known as the “airport road”, 
and so it remained a strategic asset in the 
conflict.25 On 7 April, LAAF air power struck Mitiga 
International Airport, Tripoli’s only remaining 
functioning international airport that served both 
civilian and military functions, in the first of 
dozens of airstrikes that would take place 
throughout the conflict.

Despite the early triumphs, Haftar’s hopes of 
winning over forces in western Libya that would 
facilitate his entry into the capital did not pan out 
as planned. The previous competition among 
western armed groups was subsumed by the 
common goal of repelling the LAAF, and their 
operations became somewhat more unified and 
coordinated. While allies in Tarhuna, Surman and 
Sabratha allowed LAAF fighters into their 
territories, the Zawiya coalition of armed groups 
resisted. Within days, over 100 LAAF fighters and 
armoured vehicles were captured at checkpoint 
27, which leads to the Zawiya township. Even as 
the political calculations appeared to waver and 
its forces faced opposition that halted its 
momentum, the LAAF claimed it had taken the 
entire city.26



33  Sami Zaptia, “HoR head Ageela Saleh proposes 8-point political initiative”, Libya Herald, 25 April 2020. 
https://www.libyaherald.com/2020/04/25/hor-head-ageela-saleh-proposes-8-point-political-initiative/
34 “Agilah Saleh discusses his initiative with tribal and social leaders in his hometown of al-Guba”, YouTube, 29 April 2020. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ky5qzC_wJs8

From the start of the conflict in April through to 
the expulsion of the LAAF from Tripoli in June 
2020, the frontlines of the fighting remained 
relatively static in the southern environs of 
Aziziya, Wadi Rabia, Salahedin, Ain Zara, Qasr bin 
Ghashir, Al-Hadhba, Esbea, Khalitat, and the 
north-south axis airport road.27 Other frontline 
areas emerged in the weeks and months that 
followed the initial clashes, such as in the area of 
Mizdah, 150 kilometres south of Tripoli.28 The GNA 
proved to be more adept at holding off the LAAF 
than anticipated. What Haftar had hoped would 
be a swift victory turned into a long and bloody 
conflict that lasted over a year.

The UN and foreign governments repeatedly 
expressed consternation over the conflict, but 

also consistently failed to unanimously agree on a 
common position. Most hesitated to call out the 
LAAF or its commander due to his increasing 
inclusion in internationally led processes as a 
legitimate political figure. In March, the United 
States, France, Italy and the United Kingdom 
issued a joint statement encouraging 
de-escalation of hostilities.29 States in open 
support of the LAAF, such as Egypt30 and the 
United Arab Emirates,31 called on a political 
solution despite continued support for Haftar. 
GNA backer Qatar called for enforcement of the 
arms embargo on international shipments to the 
LAAF.32 The interference of foreign actors in the 
Libya conflict became even more pronounced, as 
key powers involved failed to agree in the Security 
Council to unanimously condemn LAAF actions.

27 Lacher, “Who Is Fighting Whom In Tripoli?”
28 Al Mashad Libya, “Dangerous Developments in Battle for Tripoli between the Libyan Army and the Government of National 
Accord”, 15 May 2019. https://almashhadlibya.com/libya-news/4510
29 Joint Statement on Libya by the Governments of France, Italy, the United Kingdom, and the United States of America (March 1, 
2019). https://bit.ly/36FZEZf
30 Aidan Lewis, “Egypt’s president meets Libyan commander Haftar in Cairo”, Reuters, 14 April 2020. https://reut.rs/3jQLTdW
31 Reuters, “UAE calls on all Libyan parties to commit to political process, renews support for Haftar”, 30 April 2020. 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-emirates-turkey-idUSKBN22C1JO
32 Ulf Laessing and Ahmed Elumami, “Libya conflict stirs divisions in Gulf and Europe”, Reuters, 16 April 2019. 
https://www.reuters.com/article/libya-security/libya-conflict-stirs-divisions-in-gulf-and-europe-idUSL5N21Y2FW
33 BBC News, “Libya crisis: UN-backed government ‘retakes’ key town of Gharyan”, 27 June 2019. https://bbc.in/2Sx9vbN
34 Samer al-Atrush, “Libya’s Haftar Orders ‘Harsh Response’ After Surprise Loss of City”, Bloomberg, 29 June 2019. 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-06-29/libya-s-haftar-orders-harsh-response-after-surprise-loss-of-city
35 Statement by the Gharyan Military Council, published on Facebook, 13 October 2018.
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June 2019

LAAF loses Gharyan 
From the start of the conflict until late June 2019, 
the LAAF held gains throughout Tripoli’s suburbs, 
due in large part to its formidable air power. 
However, in the final week of June 2019, the GNA 
launched a series of airstrikes, coordinated with 
ground movements and Turkish technical 
support, in order to recapture the town of 
Gharyan, which the LAAF had seized in April.33 Not 
only did the loss upset a key logistics and supply 
line to support the LAAF’s operations in southern 
Tripoli, it also inflicted a psychological defeat 
upon an offensive that  had preemptively 

declared victory in early April. Haftar threatened 
the Turkish government with a “harsh response” 
for its role in the offensive.
 
Although the LAAF attempted to retake the town, 
Gharyan remained in GNA hands throughout the 
remainder of the western Libya conflict.34 The 
Military Council of Gharyan, despite previously 
expressing disconcertment over the behaviour of 
Tripoli’s armed groups,35   issued a statement in 
June 2020 reasserting its alliance with the  



36 Statement by the Gharyan Military Council, published on Facebook, 22 June 2019. 
https://m.facebook.com/EN218/posts/2653625384883781
37 JUNSC Panel Report 2019 (S/2019/914), p. 120. https://undocs.org/S/2019/914
38 UNSMIL/UNHCR, “UN report urges accountability for Libya airstrike deaths”, 2 July 2019. https://bit.ly/3jFdAqh (hereafter, 
UNSMIL/UNHCR, “UN report urges accountability”)
39 UNSMIL/UNHCR, “UN report urges accountability”.
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July 2019

Migrant detention centre is bombed 
In the early morning hours of 2 July, the LAAF 
launched a targeted airstrike on the Dhaman 
compound in Tajoura, a suburb of Tripoli 
controlled by the GNA-aligned Dhaman brigade 
and other GNA armed groups. A government-run 
migrant detention centre housed within the 
compound was struck, leading to 53 fatalities. A 
special UN report, issued in November 2019, 
implicated both parties to the conflict, as the 
GNA knowingly held civilians near an arms cache 
in violation of international human rights 
standards, while the LAAF was also made aware 
of the presence of civilians at that location by UN 
agencies, and thereby also disregarded those 
standards.37

The United Nations Special Mission in Libya 

(UNSMIL) provided both GNA and the LAAF with 
both the coordinates of Libya’s state-run migrant 
facilities. The United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) first called upon the GNA in 
May to evacuate all migrants to areas of safety 
due to the direct risk posed to them by the 
ongoing conflict.

This became problematic as the facilities to 
which they were being transferred in some cases 
presented worse conditions than those they fled. 
The UNHCR’s warning served as the pretext for 
the UN investigation.38 While the UN report did not 
directly name the UAE, it noted that it is the only 
country other than Egypt or France to operate 
Mirage aircrafts, the type of jets used to carry out 
the Tajoura strike.39  

GNA.36 Gharyan’s takeover by the GNA highlighted 
the risks involved in Haftar’s strategy of relying on 
local alliances as a means of taking control, as 
many cities, towns and tribal affiliations in Libya 

were far from unanimous in their support for 
either party to the conflict leading up to April 
2019.

‘‘ The migration issue is highly politicised within Libya as well as among European 
countries, making it a complex humanitarian crisis. After the crackdown on migrant 
smuggling at the border with Niger and pressure from Europe on the GNA to prevent 
departures from the Libyan coast, the business model shifted from smuggling to primarily 
extortion and forced labour. Migrants routinely face physical and psychological abuse by 
armed groups in dozens of state-sponsored and informal migrant-detention facilities 
across the country, including in the east. Conditions are considered by human rights 
organisations to be inhumane. Many migrants contract communicable yet treatable 
diseases, such as tuberculosis, while having little to no access to medical care or sanitary 
conditions. Migrants living outside facilities reside in rundown or abandoned areas in 
overcrowded conditions, and are forced to work either without pay or for unliveable wages. 
GNA-allied armed groups maintain considerable control over Tripoli authorities managing 
these facilities due to European support for GNA management of the migrant population. 
Armed groups in charge of the facilities are disincentivised to improve their behaviour. ’’



40 David D. Kirkpatrick, “A Police State With an Islamist Twist: Inside Hifter’s Libya”, The New York Times, 14 April 2020. 
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42 Kirkpatrick, “A Police State With an Islamist Twist”.
43 UN News, “Three UN workers killed following Benghazi car bomb attack, as Security Council meets in emergency session, 
honours their ‘ultimate sacrifice’”, 10 August 2019. https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/08/1044111
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45 Ibid, 174.
46 Ibid, 108
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July 2019

Disappearance of Siham Sergiwa
The LAAF referred to the operation on Tripoli as a 
call to liberate its people from the corrupt armed 
groups, political leaders and government officials 
that terrorise local populations, extort citizens in 
fuel-smuggling schemes and commit human 
rights abuses against migrants. Yet dominant 
Salafi brigades and authorities in the east have 
engaged in similar practices of intimidation, 
corruption and human rights violations.40 Access 
to the east by journalists, researchers or 
international organisations is severely limited, 
rendering exposure of corrupt activities difficult.

On 17 July, Siham Sergiwa, a British-educated 
and outspoken representative of the eastern HoR, 
was abducted from her home by masked men 
following public statements she made in 
opposition to the LAAF’s Tripoli offensive. She has 
never been never found.41 Although the individual 
attackers’ identities remain unknown, a warning 
not to “cross the line of the army” was found 
spray-painted on the wall of her home. Her family 
has made statements pointing to the LAAF as the 
responsible party, despite the LAAF’s public 
denouncement of her abduction as an act of 
terrorism and its denial of any involvement.42 

Although not believed to be related to her 

disappearance, an UNSMIL convoy was bombed 
several days later in Benghazi, killing three 
members of staff and injuring dozens of 
civilians.43 Sergiwa was one of dozens of cases of 
enforced disappearances and killings of 
journalists, activists and political figures by 
unidentified assailants in eastern Libya after 
2014.44

The GNA has also targeted civilians prior to and 
throughout the conflict, including government 
officials. As the conflict kicked off in April 2019, 
the GNA Deputy Defence Minister, Ouhaida 
Njeem, was abducted by unidentified armed men 
due to his suspected loyalty to the LAAF. 
Following a brief detention, he retreated to his 
hometown in Fezzan.45 In September, two 
members of the GNA Nawasi Brigade attacked 
and threatened the finance minister over claims 
of backed salary payments to the armed groups’ 
members.46 These offences against officials 
highlight the use of extortion, threats and 
kidnappings by Tripoli’s armed groups to wield 
power through violence in order to influence 
outcomes at the government level.



47 UNSC Panel Report 2019 (S/2019/914), p. 211. https://undocs.org/S/2019/914
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May - September 2019

Arms trafficking, mercenaries 

and the new “drone” battlefield
In May 2019, a large shipment of 
Turkish-manufactured Kirpi armoured vehicles 
and materiel arrived at Tripoli’s port and was 
delivered to the al-Somoud Brigade, led by Salah 
Badi, a designated individual subject to UN 
sanctions.47 Although only one in a string of 
shipments from Turkey throughout the conflict, 
this set the stage for deeper engagement by the 
country and other foreign actors with the aim of 
influencing the outcome in their favour. The 
interference in Libya’s domestic conflict by the 
array of international actors with a stake in the 
outcome gave both parties to the conflict a range 
of tools to bolster their respective capacities.

The GNA’s longstanding and positive 
relationships with the Turkish and Qatari 
governments provided the Tripoli government 
with a reliable source of arms and intelligence 
support as well.48 From 2014 through the April 
2019 offensive, the LAAF received a steady 
stream of financing, high-grade materiel and 
logistical support from the UAE, with occasional 
support from Egypt and Jordan, to build up its 
resource-heavy air power and military 
infrastructure in the east.

It was by this stage that Libya earned the unique 
distinction as the first known battlefield for 
international unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV), or 
“drone”, proxy warfare, which UN Special 

Representative Ghassan Salamé described as 
“the largest drone war theatre in the world”.49  

Both parties to the conflict employed a range of 
commercial and military-grade Turkish, Chinese 
and Emirati-made UAVs with a range of flight 
distance; intelligence, surveillance and 
reconnaissance (ISR); and strike capabilities. UAV 
parts were delivered to various ports by sea and 
air, first by the UAE, quickly followed by Turkey.50

Mercenaries were also a key feature of the 
conflict. Both parties to the conflict had 
buttressed their fighting power with African 
fighters-for-hire to a varying degree prior to April 
2019. For example, Libyan commanders and 
brokers in the south, Massoud Jeddi and Hassan 
Zadma, actively recruited on behalf of the LAAF, 
and Hassan Moussa on behalf of the GNA.51 As 
the stakes rose, following interventions from 
major international powers, the nature and 
volume of foreign mercenaries involved increased 
dramatically during the summer months into late 
2019 to include non-Africans.52

The LAAF relied on a variety of mercenary forces 
to reinforce its ground presence in Tripoli, 
including deliveries of trained Sudanese from the 
UAE and Russian mercenaries tied to the Wagner 
Group. Speculation about the presence of Wagner 
Group mercenaries throughout the summer was 
confirmed in September 2019, and their presence  



June - December 2019

Instability festers in Fezzan 

increased steadily throughout the following 
year.53 The information was confirmed in a special 
report to the United Nations Security Council in 
June 2020. The GNA first sounded the alarm over 
the suspected espionage activities of two 
Russian nationals claiming to be civilian 
researchers, who were arrested in July 2019.54

Over the course of the latter half of the summer of 
2019 into the autumn, the LAAF incorporated a 
sizeable ground presence, with an estimated 
1,200 well-trained Russian fighters based 
primarily in the town of Jufra, in central Libya, and 
in the Tarhuna region near Tripoli.55 This addition 
provided a considerable advantage over the GNA’s 
forces, as those defending the frontline at 

Tarhuna, namely in the Salahedin and Khalitat 
areas controlled by Abdul Ghani al-Kikli, the 
commander of the Abu Slim Brigade (aka 
“Ghnewa”), incurred heavily losses.

Following the Memorandum of Understanding 
inked between GNA head Fayez al-Serraj and 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in 
November 2019, which cemented the 
Tripoli–Ankara bilateral military relationship, an 
estimated 3,000-plus Turkish-Syrian mercenaries 
were delivered throughout the winter months, 
shifting the dynamic on the ground once again.56

 The LAAF received fighters directly from Syria in 
early 2020 to support brigades in conflict areas of 
central Libya.

53 The Economist, “Magnet for mayhem: Foreign powers are piling into Libya”, 12 December 2019. 
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After the departure of LAAF forces from Libya’s 
southern cities in March 2019, to concentrate on 
the battles in the north and northwest, tensions 
in Fezzan revived in the months that followed. 
Murzuq was a particular flashpoint and there 
were repeated clashes throughout June and early 
July, primarily between the GNA-allied South 
Protection Force (SPF), led by Tebu leader Hassan 
Mousa, and LAAF-aligned forces as both sought 
to control the town. Although a ceasefire was 
struck on 10 July, it barely held and fighting 
continued throughout the month and into August.

This prompted a response by the LAAF, which 
launched a UAV attack on a Tebu neighbourhood, 

resulting in the deaths of an estimated 40 
civilians who were gathered for a reconciliation 
session. The situation further upset the already 
fragile balance between the GNA-allied Tebu, who 
have brought both Chadian and Sudanese 
mercenaries into their ranks, and LAAF-loyal Arab 
groups.57 Tensions among the south’s ethnic and 
tribal divisions remained throughout the conflict 
period, resurfacing in intermittent clashes.

Remnants of Islamic State (IS) took advantage of 
the instability in the south to carry out a number 
of attacks during 2019, in Fuqaha and at the Zella 
oilfield in central Libya, from a base in the Huruj 
mountains as well. IS carried out low-scale but 
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September - December 2019

Fighting in Tripoli intensifies 
The GNA scored an important military success in 
September 2019 when forces allied to it launched 
a drone attack on Tarhuna, killing two senior 
LAAF-aligned commanders. The first was Mohsen 
al-Kani, the notorious commander of the 7th/9th 
brigade of Tarhuna, aka “al-Kaniyat” after his 
namesake.60 The second senior commander 
killed in the attack was Abdelwahab al-Migri, 
another prominent figure from Tarhuna. Mohsen 
al-Kani’s brother, Abdelhalek al-Kani, also died in 
the attack.

Despite this victory, the flood of high-grade 
materiel to the east and the insertion of hundreds 
of trained Russian and Sudanese fighters into the 
conflict on behalf of the LAAF shifted the balance 
of power back in the LAAF’s favour by autumn 
2019. In addition to waging a ground war, the LAAF 
stepped up aerial attacks on critical 
infrastructure and civilian targets.61 Indeed, it was 
the LAAF’s air superiority that gave Haftar the 
advantage over his opponents and, while his 
forces pounded key sites across western Libya, 
GNA-aligned forces could do little to retaliate due 
to their poor air-defence capabilities.

The LAAF’s aerial attacks on Mitiga airport were 
regular by this time. In early September, an air 

strike hit an aircraft solely carrying civilians back 
from the Hajj in Saudi Arabia. It was the first and 
only such occurrence throughout the conflict and 
no one was seriously hurt, but it drew into further 
question the dual use of Mitiga as both a civilian 
and military airport.62 All international civilian 
flights were redirected to Misrata temporarily, 
although Mitiga was back in use again for civilian 
purposes within days. The country’s westernmost 
airport, at Zuwara, was targeted for the first time 
in August due to claims that it was acting as a 
Turkish UAV base. 

The LAAF also attacked various sites in Misrata 
repeatedly due to its prominent role in the Tripoli 
conflict and its role as a force power for the GNA 
coalition throughout. On 5 August, the LAAF 
struck the Misrata air college for the same 
reason.63 In November 2019, the LAAF carried out 
an aerial attack against an industrial zone in the 
middle of Misrata, claiming that it was being used 
to store military vehicles that had been 
transported from Turkey.  Misrata was already 
becoming a key centre for Turkish military 
assistance at this point, and the LAAF maintained 
pressure on the city during this period through 
regular air attacks.

high-profile attacks at the National Oil 
Corporation’s headquarters, the foreign ministry 
and the election commission in Tripoli the 
previous year. Although IS had attacked both 
GNA- and LAAF-aligned targets since 2014, it 
focused on the latter in the context of the conflict 

for the capital.58 The presence of IS throughout 
the desert region prompted three airstrikes by the 
US Africa Command (AFRICOM) on suspected 
targets in September 2019 alone, and several 
more throughout the year.59



The GNA’s concerns about its ability to hold off 
the LAAF grew as its force capacity withered 
when confronted with the combined power of 

Russian support on the ground and the LAAF’s 
relentless air campaign.

64 Kaan Bozdogan, “Turkey, Libya sign 2 memoranda of understanding”, Anadolu News Agency, 28 November 2019. 
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https://www.euronews.com/2019/12/16/what-are-the-implications-of-turkey-s-military-pledge-to-libya-euronews-answers
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November 2019

GNA locks into agreement with Turkey 
As GNA forces and resources became 
increasingly depleted, the Presidency Council, 
led by al-Serraj, and others such as the High 
State Council head, Khalid al-Mishri, ramped up 
its existing cooperation with the government of 
Turkey. In November 2019, President Erdoğan and 
al-Serraj signed two Memoranda of 
Understanding (MoU) in Istanbul, one being a 
maritime agreement and the other a defence and 
security agreement establishing formal security 
and military cooperation.64 The maritime 
component of the agreement set a new 
demarcation line in the Eastern Mediterranean 
linking the coasts of both countries. 

The security and military agreement ensured the 
GNA had a geographically proximal, powerful 
regional ally willing to support it openly with 
materiel, training and fighters. Yet the signing of 
the MoU backfired, prompting popular protests in 
the eastern region, where concerns of a revival of 
Ottoman colonialism in Libya were growing, 
leading to an oil blockade.

In December, Erdoğan publicly announced that 
the Turkish parliament would approve a 
deployment of Turkish troops to support the 

GNA’s defence of Tripoli against the LAAF.65 

Instead of trained Turkish soldiers, GNA-allied 
armed groups received several batches of Syrian 
mercenaries in support. Throughout December 
and January, several deployments of Syrian 
fighters were sent from Turkey in support of the 
GNA.66 Not all Tripoli armed groups were 
supported the presence of Syrians, however, as 
they feared suspected links with Al-Qaeda would 
sully the GNA’s effort to appeal to foreign 
governments that partner in counterterrorism 
efforts. By the end of the January, an estimated 
3–4,000 Syrians were present in and around the 
frontlines of the capital.

The formalisation of Turkish support for the GNA 
would prove to be a decisive factor in the 
evolution of the conflict by bolstering both its 
morale and its ground forces. This contribution, in 
addition to the presence of Turkish technical 
support, enabled the effective coordination 
among the GNA’s disparate armed groups to repel 
the LAAF from the capital in 2020. 
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January 2020

Failed ceasefire after LAAF takes Sirte
As the conflict took a new turn with the delivery of 
Syrian fighters to Tripoli’s frontlines, the LAAF 
escalated in central Libya as it began conducting 
UAV ISR and airstrikes in and around the 
GNA-held towns of Abu Ghrein and al-Washaka, 
with the intention of taking GNA-held Sirte. The 
Tripoli government considered these moves 
incendiary due to their proximity to Misrata, 
Libya’s third-largest city and a GNA stronghold.67

The LAAF’s takeover of Sirte in the first week of 
January, after the predominantly Salafist Brigade 
604 switched allegiance from the GNA to 
facilitate the LAAF’s entry into the town, set the 
stage for continued conflict in central Libya after 
the LAAF’s retreat from Tripoli (see “GNA 
Attempts Eastward Push”). Sirte has always been 
part of Tripolitania, and is considered the region’s 
easternmost city and the gateway to the Oil 
Crescent that the LAAF has controlled since 2016. 
It had a particular relevance for the Misrata 
brigades of the GNA following their rout of IS from 
the city in 2016. It also served as an important 
buffer between Misrata and Haftar’s forces in the 
Oil Crescent. Its loss to the LAAF in January 2020 
was therefore a major blow, and left LAAF forces 
pushing up against Misrata’s eastern flank. 

Amid a growing conflict with no signs of 
abatement, al-Serraj and Haftar met in Moscow 
on 12 January, where they were jointly hosted by 
Russia and Turkey to try to broker a cessation of 
hostilities.68 Al-Serraj was willing to agree to the 
deal, but Haftar walked away and left Moscow 

without signing it, as reported by the Russian 
foreign ministry.69 This was largely due to 
disagreements over where the ceasefire line 
should be demarcated. Clashes soon erupted, 
and the temporary truce was broken, with almost 
daily violations by both sides. Throughout the 
years of Libya’s repeated stages of conflict 
between the two parties, truces and agreements 
have not held, in large part due to the lack of 
genuine desire to cease hostilities. 

Attempts to de-escalate the conflict were also 
unsuccessful when Germany hosted the Berlin 
Conference in January, which was attended by 
state leaders from Algeria, China, Egypt, France, 
Germany, Italy, Russia, Turkey, the Republic of 
Congo, the UAE, the UK, and the US, as well as the 
High Representatives of the UN, the African 
Union, the EU and the Arab League. The purpose 
of the Berlin Conference was to halt arms 
trafficking in violation of the UN-imposed arms 
embargo (per resolution 1970 (2011)), return to 
the UN-led political process and reform 
mismanaged economic and financial institutions 
(under resolutions 2250 (2014) and 2441 (2018)). 
Although attendee nations publicly welcomed 
agreement, the conference carried no practical 
weight. Weapons and fighters continued to flow 
into Libya, to both parties of the conflict by air, 
land and sea, on behalf of many of the attendee 
nations, and Libyan authorities stalled on reform 
measures.70



April - May 2020

The tide of the conflict turns
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March 2020

Operation Irini is launched
The primary focus of the Berlin Conference — to 
enforce the UN-imposed arms embargo — was, in 
theory, bolstered by the revival of the EU NAVFOR 
naval operations component of Operation Sophia. 
Operation Sophia was originally intended to 
monitor and disrupt human-trafficking networks 
profiting from the mass movement of migrants 
and refugees across the Mediterranean Sea. The 
repurposed mission of Operation Irini now solely 
monitors arms embargo violations.

From March 2019 to March 2020, Operation 
Sophia’s efforts were limited to aerial ISR and 
cooperation with the Libyan Coast Guard to 
continue monitoring activities. International 
actors and foreign governments continued to 
violate the arms embargo in plain sight, as the 
operation attempted to monitor and halt activity 
across the Mediterranean. The European Council 
gradually limited the mandate due to EU internal 
political pressure. In March 2020, EU NAVFOR 
replaced Operation Sophia with Operation Irini, 
adding an active naval component but with the 
revised purpose of monitoring illicit arms flows 

into Libya.71

The mission is controversial for two main reasons. 
Primarily, it is perceived by Turkey and the GNA as 
a direct rebuke to Turkish efforts to assert a more 
powerful role in the region, particularly following 
Ankara’s November 2019 maritime agreement 
with the GNA. Other actors transporting by land 
and air to the LAAF are exempt from monitoring 
by default.72

The other reason is that its mission is considered 
ineffective in halting transport activities due to 
the limitation of its mandate to conduct direct 
intervention. In June 2020, a Turkish cargo ship 
allegedly carrying military equipment to 
GNA-aligned forces was accompanied by military 
frigates that easily rebuffed attempts by a Greek 
vessel operating under Operation Irini’s auspices 
to inspect the vessel.73 The EU NAVFOR mission 
has thus far proven powerless to do more than 
monitor potential arms shipments in violation of 
the UN embargo.

By April 2020, heightened Turkish support on 
behalf of the GNA resulted in concrete gains on 
the ground.74 GNA forces captured the towns of 
Sabratha and Surman, located next to each other, 
which LAAF allies had held since before the 

conflict began in April 2019. The area formed an 
LAAF pocket in between the GNA-held towns of 
Zuwara, close to the border with Tunisia, and 
Zawiya, just west of Tripoli.75 
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June - July 2020

GNA attempts eastward push
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 The takeover of Surman and Sabratha marked 
the first in a series of strategic losses for the 
LAAF in western Libya over the next two months.

As the conflict approached late May, GNA-aligned 
forces had turned the tide. On 18 May, the GNA 
seized the strategic al-Watiya airbase from the 
LAAF. GNA forces had been attacking the airbase 
for some weeks and rendered it all but 
inoperable, severely curtailing the LAAF’s ability 
to launch airstrikes against western Libya. In the 
event, the base was handed over to the GNA 
following negotiations led by Osama Juweili, the 
GNA’s commander of the western military region, 
which allowed the LAAF forces to depart, many of 
them returning to their home areas of Zintan and 
Tarhuna. Beyond the strategic loss, al-Watiya was 
a symbolic, psychological defeat for the LAAF 
because it had controlled the base since the 
major battle between the competing 
governments began in 2014.76

The LAAF-controlled region of Tarhuna, the 
primary base for ground operations along Tripoli 
district’s eastern border, fell to the GNA shortly 
thereafter. Amid mounting pressure on Haftar by 
domestic and foreign backers following a series 

of strategic losses, the GNA’s push on the borders 
of Tarhuna ultimately prompted Haftar to call for 
a “strategic retreat” from Tripoli and the western 
region of Libya altogether.77

Thousands of civilians from Tarhuna were forced 
to flee their homes as GNA-aligned forces 
entered the city. Several mass graves and 
hospitals containing hundreds of decomposing 
bodies were discovered upon their retreat. The 
UN Secretary-General called for a special 
investigation.78

The LAAF’s retreat from these strategic locations 
marked the coalition’s defeat in western Libya 
after a year of sustained conflict. The HoR, which 
had once supported Haftar, began to support the 
east’s political leadership amid his failure. As the 
GNA would continue to push eastward to reclaim 
territories lost in 2019, it met considerable LAAF 
resistance and heightened the international 
dimension of the conflict. Not only would the 
LAAF’s ally Egypt threaten invasion of Libya, but 
also Qatar emerged to fortify Turkey’s support of 
the GNA. The battle for Tripoli was over, but a new 
phase of the conflict had just begun. 

As the LAAF retreated from the western region, 
the GNA tried to push eastwards to reclaim Sirte 
and seize the all-important air base at al-Jufra, 
which had served as a key staging point for the 
LAAF during the conflict. Sirte and al-Jufra carry 
considerable strategic value for both parties to 
the conflict as they are gateways to their 
respective territories. 

Yet despite the GNA’s eagerness to retake these 
areas, believing a victory without them would be 
incomplete, aside from an initial incursion into 
Sirte in June that was easily rebuffed, it refrained 
from launching any serious attack. This is 
because any fight for Sirte or al-Jufra would likely 
be protracted. 
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More importantly, it would risk dragging other 
powers into the conflict. Not only has Russia 
warned that Sirte and al-Jufra are red lines that 
cannot be crossed, similar sentiments were 
expressed by Egyptian President Abdel Fatah 
al-Sissi in June; he also declared that the 
continued drive by the GNA into Sirte was a “red 
line” that would prompt an intervention by the 
Egyptian military to defend its ally and western 
neighbour, the eastern government and the 
LAAF.79 In July, al-Sissi approved an Egyptian 
force deployment to Libya to oppose the GNA and 
its Turkish-supported force should it retake these 
two strategic cities.

Some observers have pointed to a possible 
military confrontation between Egypt and Turkey 
inside Libya, but neither would have much to gain 
from a face-to-face sparring on foreign soil. The 
other tools at their disposal, such as 
international diplomatic manoeuvring and 
unchecked arms flows either directly or via third 
parties, would allow the war to continue to be 
fought in Libya with far less investment and 
potential loss. 

79 TRT World, “Egypt’s Sisi threatens military intervention in Libya over ‘red line’”, YouTube, 21 June 2020. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ArT8ZmEwEd4
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Fighting over the capital dominated 2019 and the 
first half of 2020. The conflict erupted in April 
2019 after the LAAF launched its long-threatened 
military campaign to take control of Tripoli. In 
January and February, the LAAF had seized the 
south, enabling Khalifa Haftar, who already had 
control over the east, to consolidate his position 
militarily. The southern takeover, which was 
achieved with minimum resistance and enabled 
the LAAF to take over the important El Sharara oil 
field, also strengthened Haftar politically, giving 
him greater leverage and making him seemingly 
indispensable to any political settlement for the 
country.

However, the key to power was the capital. 
Although with this victory over the south Haftar 
had even more of Libya’s energy infrastructure in 
his hands, oil revenues were still routed through 
the Central Bank of Libya (CBL) in Tripoli. While a 
number of parallel economic and financial 
institutions had been established in eastern 
Libya after the country split into two competing 
authorities in 2014, they never garnered any real 
momentum, not least because they were not 
recognised internationally. Haftar needed Tripoli 
in order to get his hands on the country’s energy 
wealth. However, this wasn’t just about money; it 
was also a power grab. Haftar, who had long 
overshadowed the political institutions in the 
east of the country, had set his sights on taking 
over the whole of Libya, arguing that the west of 
the country was in the hands of “militias” and 
“terrorists” that needed to be eliminated. Once he 
had the east and the south under his belt, 
therefore, an attack on the capital was all but 
inevitable.

United Nations-backed efforts to bring the 
warring factions together failed to avert the 

conflict. Expectations had grown after Haftar and 
the president of the Government of National 
Accord (GNA), Fayez al-Serraj, met in Abu Dhabi at 
the end of February, after which the UN Support 
Mission in Libya (UNSMIL) announced that its 
long-awaited National Conference, which was 
aimed at bringing a broad array of constituencies 
together to draw up a new roadmap for peace, 
would take place on 14–16 April in Ghadames. 
Haftar’s attack on Tripoli in early April 
pre-empted this conference.

Although Haftar had always paid lip service to 
UN-backed peace efforts, his march on the 
capital not only demonstrated his long-held 
desire to take control of the whole country, it also 
reflected his belief that al-Serraj could not deliver 
on any peace deal. While al-Serraj and other 
figures in the GNA were more open to finding 
some sort of accommodation with Haftar at this 
juncture, there were powerful constituencies in 
western Libya that would not accept any political 
solution that involved him. These constituencies 
included some of the armed groups, many of 
which came under the command of the GNA, 
which had become utterly entrenched in the 
capital and other western towns. These forces 
had complete control over their local areas and 
access to financial flows, often through the black 
market, and viewed Haftar as the embodiment of 
the counter-revolution. Indeed, this conflict has 
seen both sides employ political labelling to 
undermine their opponents, with forces in the 
west dismissing Haftar and his supporters as 
counter-revolutionaries and “Azlam Qadhafi” 
(Gaddafi’s men), and those in the east lumping 
their opponents together under the label of 
Islamist militias and terrorists. Such labelling has 
fuelled the conflict and fed into the polarisation 
that has come to grip Libyan society.



Given the GNA’s weakness and limited legitimacy 
arising out of the fact that it was imposed on 
Libya by the UN, the objections of these forces to 
Haftar meant that al-Serraj’s hands were always 
going to be tied. As this failed attempt to broker 
peace between Haftar and al-Serraj 
demonstrated, the international community’s 
insistence on rushing through the signing of the 
December 2015 Libyan Political Agreement in 
order to impose the GNA in the interests of having 
a vehicle through which to fight ISIS and combat 
illegal immigration handed Libya another weak 
institution — one that was always going to be at 
the mercy of more powerful constituencies on the 
ground. The international community’s reliance, 
too, on trying to broker an agreement between 
these two leaders — one of whom had very little 
clout or legitimacy, the other being a controversial 
military figure with clear political ambitions — 
was always going to be problematic.

Libya’s political institutions continue to lack 
strong legitimacy, having always been far less 
influential than the armed groups that had 
proliferated since 2011. This was almost as true in 
the east as it was in the west, where Haftar had 
long overshadowed the House of Representatives 
(HoR) to become the dominant power in the 
region. These political institutions were also 
bitterly divided. The HoR was so split that it could 
barely reach a quorum, rendering it dysfunctional. 
The situation worsened in May 2019, when a 
group of MPs, who were mainly boycotters of the 
HoR, responded to Haftar’s attack on the capital 
by setting up a rival HoR in Tripoli. The 
nine-member Presidency Council was equally 
divided. Several of its members, including those 
from the east, had already withdrawn or 
suspended their membership, meaning that it 
had become an institution deemed to be 
representing only the west of the country. 2019 

saw further wrangling within the Presidency 
Council, with al-Serraj coming under fire from 
some of its members for acting unilaterally. As 
such, both institutions were looking increasingly 
moribund and struggled to maintain relevance, 
meaning there were no brakes on the real 
power-brokers on the ground, who continued to 
prioritise a military solution over a political one.

It was little surprise, therefore, when, 
emboldened by his recent military victories in the 
south, Haftar launched his campaign for the 
capital. He did so seemingly secure of the support 
of international powers including Russia, the UAE 
and France,1 as well as Egypt. Although these 
powers all professed their commitment to the 
UN-backed peace process, they had long 
provided Haftar with support and were betting on 
him to provide a military solution to what was 
becoming an increasingly intractable crisis. While 
this was partly because these countries viewed 
Haftar as a bulwark against Islamist forces and as 
the surest way to achieve stability in Libya, it also 
played into the wider regional conflict that pitted 
Egypt, the UAE and Saudi Arabia against Turkey 
and Qatar, who were siding with the GNA. The UN’s 
Special Representative to Libya, Ghassan 
Salamé, who resigned in March 2020, accused a 
number of UN Security Council members of 
hypocrisy, claiming that he was being “stabbed in 
the back” by countries that would praise his 
efforts for peace only to support Haftar’s attacks 
in the country.2 This doublespeak by both regional 
and international powers has served as another 
deadly component to the conflict, sowing further 
distrust among the warring parties and 
undermining efforts for peace.

1  The Mediator’s Studio, “Ghassan Salamé on the failures of the international community to stop wars”, Oslo Forum podcast, 
Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, 20 June 2020. 
https://www.hdcentre.org/podcasts/ghassan-salam-on-the-failures-of-the-international-community-to-stop-wars/
2 Middle East Monitor, “Ex-UN envoy: UNSC members stabbed us in the back to stop Libya peace efforts”, 3 July 2020. 
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20200703-ex-un-envoy-unsc-members-stabbed-us-in-the-back-to-stop-libya-peace-effo
rts/
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The timing of Haftar’s attack on Tripoli — just 
days before the National Conference was due to 
go ahead — highlighted the failings of the UN 
peace process in a context where there was never 
sufficient political will or unity within the 
international community to properly engage in 
what was an extremely complex conflict being 
fought out in an increasingly fragmented 
environment. Italy and France supported 
different sides in the conflict, while the United 
States and the United Kingdom were largely 
disengaged. This lack of unified political will 
provided greater leeway for regional states to 
continue meddling, with various powers 
supporting different factions in what had become 
a proxy war.

There were also serious issues of trust, with many 
Libyans viewing the process as the UN’s attempt 
to impose a solution on the country that was 
based on the needs of the international 
community, especially over issues of migration, 
oil exports and terrorism, rather than those of 
Libyans themselves. The lack of transparency on 
the UN’s part over the agenda and invitees to the 
National Conference only made matters worse. It 
fuelled speculation that the UN had cooked up 
some sort of deal, which many believed had been 
signed off by Haftar and al-Serraj in their Abu 
Dhabi meeting (the details of which were never 
made public), and which the UN was about to 
present at the National Conference as a fait 
accompli. More importantly, neither party to the 
conflict was ever prepared to make the necessary 
concessions that would enable a meaningful deal 
to come about. Thus, it was little surprise that the 
UN was unable to prevent Haftar’s attempt to 
seize the capital.

However, the LAAF’s attack on Tripoli did not 
deliver a swift victory. Given the LAAF’s limited 
military capacity, Haftar had hoped to replicate 
his strategy in the south, striking deals and 
alliances with armed groups in western Libya that 
would facilitate his takeover. Although the LAAF 

won over Gharyan and Tarhuna, the latter of which 
gave him access to the capital from the 
southeast, GNA-aligned forces in the west pulled 
together under the threat of a common enemy 
and the conflict soon evolved into a war of 
attrition fought out mainly around Tripoli’s 
southern suburbs. The attitudes of those 
elements in the west, including some in the GNA 
who had been more open to striking some sort of 
power-sharing deal with Haftar, quickly hardened 
and left them even more reliant on the array of 
armed groups and revolutionary forces that had 
always opposed the LAAF.

This battle of attrition, much of which was fought 
out in residential areas, was to claim many 
civilian lives and prompt yet further waves of 
displacement. It also highlighted the country’s 
ongoing migrant crisis. The airstrike on the 
migrant detention centre in a military compound 
in Tajoura in July 2019 — an airstrike that the UN 
concluded must have been carried out by a 
military jet belonging to a foreign power — 
implicated both parties to the conflict, as the 
GNA-aligned force was holding civilians in the 
military compound, while the LAAF was also 
aware of the presence of migrants at that 
location. Although the killings caused uproar at 
the time, no subsequent action was taken, and 
migrants have continued to be at the mercy of 
armed groups and forces that are beyond the 
control of the GNA.

As the fight dragged on and the UN Security 
Council remained too debilitated by division to 
take any decisive action, the balance of power 
shifted slowly in the LAAF’s favour. This was partly 
due to the LAAF’s use of Russian Wagner Group 
mercenaries, who were embedded on the 
frontlines south of Tripoli, and partly due to its 
superior air power. During the second half of 2019, 
the LAAF pounded targets across western Libya, 
severely degrading the GNA’s military capabilities 
and causing civilian casualties.
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By the autumn, the GNA was desperate. Not only 
was it losing the advantage militarily, it was also 
struggling with a liquidity crisis, endemic 
corruption and divided national financial 
institutions, not to mention its own failed reform 
programme that was piecemeal and born out of 
political expediency aimed at absorbing public 
anger rather than any serious long-term 
economic planning. All this was compounded by 
the costs of a conflict that was draining state 
resources.

Heavily pressured by the armed forces on the 
ground, al-Serraj turned more decidedly to the 
GNA’s Turkish backers for assistance. While Qatar 
had long supported the GNA, including through 
financial assistance, it was Turkey that was to 
prove decisive to the GNA’s fortunes. In November 
2019, the GNA signed two Memoranda of 
Understanding (MoU) with Ankara,3 opening the 
way for Turkey to supply direct military 
assistance, including several thousand Syrian 
mercenaries, as well as Turkish military advisers 
and air defence systems. Although foreign 
meddling had long been a feature of the Libyan 
conflict, with an array of foreign states supplying 
their proxies with weapons and support, this 
overt Turkish intervention took things to a new 
level. Turkey defended it as support for the 
legitimate government. However, this caused 
uproar in the east, where the GNA was never 
considered a legitimate body, despite its official 
backing by the international community. The HoR 
had never formally approved the Libyan Political 
Agreement of 2015, out of which the GNA and 
Higher State Council were born. Thus, Haftar’s 
attack on the west was considered by the 
leadership of the HoR and by his support base as 
justified, reflecting the ongoing mismatch in Libya 
between international and domestic legitimacy.

The lack of real engagement by the US and the 
inability of European powers to forge a unified 

stance had opened the door for Turkey, along with 
Russia, to emerge as the new international 
power-brokers in Libya, as demonstrated by their 
joint attempt in January 2020 to broker a 
ceasefire at a meeting in Moscow. Although this 
deal failed when Haftar walked away without 
signing, growing Turkish-Russian involvement 
prompted other international players to try to 
regain the initiative. After months of delay, the 
Berlin Conference was held on 19 January. This 
gathering, which excluded Libyan participants, 
was aimed primarily at ensuring that the UN arms 
embargo was upheld to curb the arms flows that 
were fuelling war. Despite the participants’ 
endorsement of the conference’s conclusions, the 
event had no real impact on the ground. With no 
agreed-upon mechanisms to implement the 
conclusions, many signatories continued to flout 
the arms embargo without consequences.

By this point, the situation inside Libya had taken 
another turn. Just prior to the Berlin Conference, 
tribes in LAAF-controlled areas had forced the 
shutdown of the oil ports and oil fields in protest 
at the GNA’s use of the country’s oil wealth to fund 
Turkish military intervention, particularly in the 
form of Turkish-supplied Syrian mercenaries. 
These tribes, which were acting at the behest of 
the LAAF, insisted that they would not lift the 
blockade until a long list of demands had been 
met, including that the GNA agree to a more 
equitable wealth-sharing formula. Haftar, along 
with these tribes, who lived in largely 
underdeveloped areas, had long complained that 
they were not reaping the benefits of oil revenues 
derived from energy resources located in their 
areas of control. After Haftar launched his attack 
on Tripoli in April 2019, the Central Bank of Libya 
(CBL) in Tripoli imposed a series of restrictive 
measures on four commercial banks in the east, 
further choking off the money supply to the 
eastern authorities.
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Through this shutdown, which crippled the Libyan 
economy, the LAAF was able to cut off the GNA’s 
revenue stream, with Libya’s energy wealth once 
again being implemented as a weapon of war. By 
taking control of the oil infrastructure, Haftar was 
able to hold the country to ransom, giving him 
greater leverage both domestically and 
internationally. The loss of oil revenues through 
the blockade put the GNA in a financial 
stranglehold, making it even more difficult for it to 
deliver even basic services, including electricity 
and water, which were already severely restricted, 
and to pay public sector wages. The lack of money 
also made fighting the COVID-19 pandemic more 
challenging, given the dire state of the health 
sector, which had been eroded by decades of 
mismanagement and neglect, as well as by the 
conflict itself, which has left many hospitals and 
clinics either destroyed or dysfunctional. 
Although COVID-19 was late to take off in Libya 
compared to other countries, with a surge in 
infections only taking place in the second half of 
2020, the mixture of conflict, thousands of 
displaced people, and a divided and barely 
functioning state mean that managing the 
pandemic is going to be hugely challenging for the 
country. 

However, Turkish support, especially the influx of 
Syrian mercenaries and effective air defence 
systems, enabled GNA-aligned forces to turn the 
tide of the war. In April 2020, GNA forces took 
control of Sabratha and Surman, followed by the 
strategically important Al-Watiya air base on 18 
May, with Tarhuna following shortly afterwards. 
By early June, the LAAF had withdrawn its forces 
from the capital and surrounding areas, after 
coming under what it described as “huge 
international pressure” to pull back 60 km from 
Tripoli’s border in order to pave the way for 
dialogue.4

The LAAF and its backers believed their 
withdrawal had been accompanied by a series of 
guarantees, the most important of which was that 
GNA forces would not extend beyond a line west 
of Sirte. However, once the LAAF had pulled back, 
the GNA advanced on Sirte. Although it was 
rebuffed, both the GNA and Ankara made clear 
that their victory would be incomplete unless they 
had both Sirte and the Al-Jufra air base to its 
south under their control, viewing this as a 
precursor to retaking the Oil Crescent and getting 
oil revenues flowing back into the GNA’s coffers. 
Without the oil ports of the Oil Crescent under its 
control, the GNA’s victory would be hollow, as 
while it may have regained most of the territory it 
had lost to the LAAF, it would still leave Haftar in 
charge of the country’s revenue-generating 
resources. The GNA and Turkey made clear that 
they would not re-engage in peace negotiations 
unless Sirte and Al-Jufra were theirs, highlighting 
the way in which control over resources has been 
one of the drivers of the conflict.

Having suffered a severe defeat, the LAAF was 
determined not to let Sirte and Al-Jufra fall into 
GNA hands, given that control of the Oil Crescent 
provided its greatest leverage. Without 
maintaining control over this area, Haftar was 
well aware that his power would be severely 
diminished, which could in turn lead to the 
collapse of his support base in the east. Haftar’s 
legitimacy arose mainly out of his military 
success both in the east and elsewhere, and 
although he was sanctioned by the HoR, his 
power rested on his ability to elicit the support of 
various constituencies, including tribes, various 
Salafist forces and former regime elements, 
among others.
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Yet while both sides were determined to control 
Sirte and Al-Jufra, both were also wary of getting 
embroiled in a potentially long and bloody battle 
that could trigger a regional war. In June 2020, 
Egypt signalled its willingness to intervene 
militarily should the “red lines” of Sirte and 
Al-Jufra be crossed, meaning that a war between 
Egypt and Turkey fought out on Libyan soil was 
not beyond the realms of possibility. Rather than 
go on the attack, therefore, the GNA and its 
Turkish backers tried to negotiate with Russia 
with the aim of getting it to force Haftar to pull out 
of Sirte and Al-Jufra. With such a scenario being 
highly unlikely, by July 2020, stalemate had 
descended on Libya. Although the GNA and the 
LAAF continued to bolster their forces in and 
around Sirte and Al-Jufra, all sides were hoping 
for some sort of internationally brokered solution 
that could break the deadlock. 

As various international powers sought to come 
up with a solution, including the possibility of the 
Oil Crescent being turned into a neutral zone, one 
thing remained certain: Libya’s future was no 
longer its own. Foreign intervention, which has 
continued since the toppling of the Gaddafi 

regime in 2011, reached a zenith in 2019 and 2020. 
Meanwhile, ordinary Libyans continued to 
struggle with conflict, chaos, poverty and a 
dysfunctional state unable to serve even the most 
basic needs of its population, not to mention the 
challenges of the COVID-19 crisis. In such an 
environment, oppression and human-rights 
abuses have continued unfettered, while 
human-trafficking networks have been able to 
operate more or less unhindered. This is a 
consequence of the fact that none of Libya’s 
political institutions have any real legitimacy, 
meaning that they have little control over the 
armed groups that make up their own security 
apparatus and that continue to represent the real 
power on the ground.

Furthermore, there is still no central power or 
overarching national institution that can bring the 
country together and enable the state-building 
process to begin in earnest. While this is partly a 
legacy of 40 years of rule by Muammar Gaddafi, it 
is also a function of more than a decade of chaos, 
as well as the prioritisation of local interests and 
identities that have eroded social cohesion and 
left the country shattered.
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