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INTRODUCTION
Eight years after the revolution, Libya is in the mid-
dle of a civil war. For more than four years, inter-
national conflict resolution efforts have centred on 
the UN-sponsored Libya Political Agreement (LPA) 
process,1 unfortunately without achieving any break-
through. In fact, the situation has even deteriorated 
since the onset of Marshal Haftar’s attack on Tripoli 
on 4 April 2019.2 

An unstable Libya has wide-ranging impacts: as a safe 
haven for terrorists, it endangers its north African 
neighbours, as well as the wider Sahara region. But ter-
rorists originating from or trained in Libya are also a 
threat to Europe, also through the radicalisation of the 
Libyan expatriate community (such as the Manchester 
Arena bombing in 2017).3 Furthermore, it is one of the 
most important transit countries for migrants on their 
way to Europe. Through its vast oil wealth, Libya is 
also of significant economic relevance for its neigh-
bours and several European countries.

This Conflict Series Brief focuses on the driving factors 
of conflict dynamics in Libya and on the shortcomings 
of the LPA in addressing them. It shows how the ap-
proach ignored key political actors and realities on the 
ground from the outset, thereby limiting its impact.

Summary 

›› Libya is a failed state in the middle of a civil 
war and increasingly poses a threat to the 
whole region.

›› The UN-facilitated stabilisation process was 
unsuccessful because it ignored key political 
actors and conflict aspects on the ground.

›› While partially responsible, international 
interference cannot be entirely blamed for 
this failure.

›› Stabilisation efforts should follow a decen-
tralised process based on the country’s for-
mer constitution. 

›› Wherever there is a basic level of stability, 
fostering local security (including the crea-
tion and bolstering of local police forces), 
good governance and the provision of basic 
services should follow.

S E R I E S
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DRIVING ELEMENTS OF 
THE CONFLICT(S)
The struggle for resources, in particular oil, gas and 
freshwater, is one of the main driving elements of 
armed conflict in Libya. Most of these resources are 
located in remote areas controlled by the Libyan 
National Army (LNA). While the coastal population 
tends to claim that the resources belong to all Libyans, 
the tribes owning the terrain with the oil wells com-
plain that they do not receive a fair share of what they 
perceive to be their wealth.4

Libya has experienced long-standing conflicts be-
tween Arab tribes and the original native population 
of the region (the Amazigh, Touareg and Toubou), 
as well as between settled peasant populations and 
semi-nomadic and nomadic tribes. Gaddafi used his 

knowledge of these localised conflicts (found es-
pecially in the remote south and the hinterland of 
coastal Tripolitania) to play tribes off against each 
other. These tribal conflicts continue to lead to bloody 
tit-for-tat violent episodes which are then worsened 
by the absence of law enforcement bodies and an inde-
pendent judiciary. 

The (at least perceived) neglect of the east by the 
post-revolutionary governments in Tripoli, com-
bined with federalist and secessionist movements 
in Cyrenaica has led to a deep mistrust between 
Cyrenaicans and Tripolitanians. The polarisation be-
tween east and west has thus become a significant driv-
ing element of the conflict – this is also the case be-
tween Tripolitania and Fezzan, but to a lesser extent).

The increasing political and economic influence of 
Islamists in Tripoli and within several militias alarms 
more secular Libyans. Islamists benefitted from the 
(questionable) narrative that they played an impor-
tant part in the revolution and have managed over 
the years to obtain key positions in many important 
state entities, as well as in politics. Indeed, it was the 

Processes and bodies

Libya’s three historic regions – Tripolitania, 
Cyrenaica and Fezzan – developed more or less 
separately until the territory of today’s Libya was 
united through the Italian colonisation of 1911. The 
country’s first constitution (1951) was federalist 
and a strong rivalry between the three regions con-
tinues to characterise the country’s political scene.

The Libya Political Agreement (LPA), which pro-
vides governing principles and a framework for the 
stabilisation process, was signed on 17 December 
2015* in Skhirat, Morocco, and endorsed by the 
UN Security Council (UNSC) on 22 December.** It 
is a contract between Libyan parties, which is to 
be facilitated and implemented under UN auspices. 
The LPA established a nine-member Presidential 
Council (PC) and a Government of National Accord 
(GNA), both headed by Prime Minister Fajez 
al-Serraj, as well as a parliament. 

The House of Representatives (HoR) is Libya’s in-
ternationally recognised parliament, which was 
elected in June 2014. These elections were a major 
defeat for the Islamists (who had dominated the 
previous parliament) and were a key trigger for the 
subsequent outbreak of civil war. The HoR was con-
firmed by the LPA.

The Interim Government is the HoR’s associated 
government. It was internationally recognised until 
the LPA was signed.

The Supreme Court decision on 6 November 2014 
was made under pressure from Islamist militias 
and ruled the June elections to be unconstitutional. 
Subsequently, the first interim parliament (which 
had been elected in 2012), the General National 
Congress (GNC) reconvened, albeit with only 
about one-third of its members. It appointed an 
Islamist-leaning National Salvation Government 
(NSG), whose importance faded away with the ar-
rival of the GNA in Tripoli. The LPA assigned the 
Islamist dominated rump-GNC an advisory role as 
High Council of State (HCS).

UN Special Representative (UNSR) Ghassan 
Salame’s 2017 Action Plan sought to unblock the 
stalled stabilisation process and end the transition 
phase by modifying the LPA through negotiations 
between the HoR and the HCS. It aimed to have the 
already internationally recognised government en-
dorsed by the parliament, convening an inclusive 
national conference, approving the draft of a new 
constitution by referendum and holding general 
elections. However, it is not politicians who are re-
ally in control of the country but the various mili-
tary forces, militias and criminal gangs.

*   Libya Political Agreement, Skhirat, December 17, 2015, https://
unsmil.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/Libyan%20Political%20
Agreement%20-%20ENG%20.pdf.

**   United Nations Security Council, “Resolution 2259 (2015),” New 
York, December 22, 2015, https://unsmil.unmissions.org/sites/
default/files/UNSC_RES_2259_Eng_1.pdf.

https://unsmil.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/Libyan%20Political%20Agreement%20-%20ENG%20.pdf
https://unsmil.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/Libyan%20Political%20Agreement%20-%20ENG%20.pdf
https://unsmil.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/Libyan%20Political%20Agreement%20-%20ENG%20.pdf
https://unsmil.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/UNSC_RES_2259_Eng_1.pdf
https://unsmil.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/UNSC_RES_2259_Eng_1.pdf
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radical Islamist assassination campaign in Benghazi 
against former regime loyalists, civil rights activists, 
Madkhali Salafists5 and security forces in 2013-14 
that led to the launch of Marshal Haftar’s Operation 
Dignity. What started as a sort of self-defence cam-
paign to free Benghazi from terrorist groups evolved 
quickly into a campaign against Islamists in general, 
ranging from political Islamists to dedicated jihadists. 
As many of those had close ties to western Libya, par-
ticularly to Misrata, the city became a party in the fight 

for Benghazi. Without logistical support and a steady 
flow of fighters to the besieged Islamists from Misrata, 
the struggle would have been shorter and less bloody 
(5,000 LNA fighters were killed). The battle also wors-
ened deep-rooted grievances on both sides: Haftar, a 
hero in the eyes of many in the east, is strongly con-
demned by most in Misrata. The subsequent success of 
the LNA in its fight against Islamists in Derna, during 
which several prominent terrorist leaders were killed, 
further deepened this rift. 

Libya
Regional borders, ethnic groups and natural resources

Data: PRIO, 2009; Natural Earth, 2019; GADM, 2019: ETHZ, 2018
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The control of criminal enterprises is another main 
driver of conflict between militias, in particular in the 
greater capital region: physical control over business 
premises, city quarters, airports, harbours and border 
crossing sites facilitates blackmailing and smuggling. 
Tripoli militias make hundreds of millions of dollars 
every year in the process, while rival groups from the 
outskirts and from neighbouring cities compete to get 
‘their’ share. Similar conflicts occur over the smug-
gling of fuel, weapons, drugs and consumer goods be-
tween tribal groups in the border areas. The amend-
ed  and extended European Union Integrated Border 
Management Assistance Mission in Libya (EUBAM 
Libya), supporting Libyan authorities in countering 
organised criminal networks and strengthening law 
enforcement institutions, is another indication of the 
severity of this issue.

THE LPA PROCESS: WHAT 
WENT WRONG AND WHY?
There are several interlinked reasons why the LPA 
failed to stabilise the country. A major problem was 
the exclusion of several of the most important actors 
on the ground from the negotiations, namely the LNA, 
the Tripoli militias and the federalists. Consequently, 
those finally signing the agreement were representa-
tive of neither the reality of political and military pow-
er relations nor the wider population.6 The heads of the 
two rival parliaments rejected the deal immediately.7 
Moreover, Serraj and several other PC-members were 
perceived to have been handpicked by the UNSR at the 
time, Bernardino Leon, and not by the Libyans them-
selves.8 All this led to a situation where the LPA as such 
is not accepted widely enough among Libyans.9

The GNA therefore suffers from a lack of legitimacy. 
In fact, it can even be argued that the LPA, under in-
ternational influence, replaced a legitimate govern-
ment with a new one without the consensus of local 
institutions. According to the LPA, both the agree-
ment itself and the government must be endorsed by 
the parliament, but neither of these things ever took 
place. The main reasons for that are that the House of 
Representatives does not want to have the supreme 
commander of the armed forces appointed by the dis-
trusted GNA and that most people in the east refuse to 
submit to a government which is de facto controlled by 
militias and gangs from Tripolitania. But even if the 
GNA were to have been fully recognised, things would 
not have changed much on the ground: for Serraj, in 
his long struggle for survival and influence among 
the militias in the capital, neither the parliament nor 
Haftar would have been of much help. This lack of a 
national legitimation also makes it very difficult to 
replace Serraj as it is unclear who could sack him; the 

UNSC which in effect enthroned him is probably nei-
ther a good nor a realistic option.

Since the revolution, Tripoli has been under control of 
several powerful militias. Yet ignoring this fact, on 30 
March 2016 Serraj and several other members of the 
PC/GNA arrived in the capital, in a move strongly en-
couraged by UNSR Martin Kobler. While international 
media outlets and diplomats heralded the arrival as a 
major step towards stabilising Libya, on the contrary it 
contributed to deepening the crisis further.10 The GNA 
was delivered to a violent city without any means of 
protection of its own. Consequently, it has been fully 
dependent on the goodwill of local militia and gang 
leaders who have blackmailed the GNA (and allegedly 
even physically slapped Serraj several times). All of 
them are first and foremost interested in maintain-
ing their own power and influence and most of the 
‘pro-GNA’ militias will support Serraj only as long as 
they consider him a useful tool to pursue their own 
aims. Today, Tripoli is de facto ruled by four larger mi-
litias, two of them Islamist, who are deeply involved in 
criminal enterprises and in blackmailing the GNA. In 
this sense, Serraj and his government never ever en-
joyed the freedom of manoeuvre to take action. 

The lack of power of the GNA in Tripoli, let alone in 
wider Tripolitania, made any significant progress im-
possible. Serraj and his government have, with very 
few exceptions, no real possibility to influence devel-
opments on the ground. Many in Haftar’s camp do not 
consider Serraj a credible negotiating partner and por-
tray him a hostage of the militias who surround him. 
While the UN and some European countries have or-
ganised meetings and signed agreements with Serraj 

Misrata

Misrata, a merchant city 180km east of Tripoli, 
fields Tripolitania’s most powerful military force. 
The city, which is a stronghold of the Muslim 
Brotherhood (MB), has an important harbour, 
but lacks both direct control of hydrocarbon re-
sources and access to fresh water. Misratans have 
maintained strong relations with diaspora from 
the city living in the east of Libya for centuries, 
especially in Benghazi. In 2016, Misrata militias 
(with American air support) defeated Daesh in 
its stronghold Sirte after a seven-month battle. 
Due to several bloody incidents in the past (in-
cluding the 2013 Ghargour massacre and violence 
against refugee camps in Tawergha), Misrata 
suffers from a very poor reputation in Tripoli, 
as well as with several other cities and tribes in 
Tripolitania. As a demonstration of this, up until 
Haftar’s attack on the capital, pro-GNA Misrata 
militias had largely lost their influence in Tripoli 
to local militias. 
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(that he was not able to implement), the situation in 
the country has since deteriorated, particularly in 
the capital. 

The grievances of the east were also not sufficiently 
addressed. As there is no transparency in the budget 
and spending processes, many in the east believe that 
they are once again being neglected by a government 
sitting in faraway Tripoli. Furthermore, they perceive 
themselves to be no more than idle bystanders while 
militias in Tripoli steal ‘their’ money generated from 
oil revenues and many complain that the UN is doing 
nothing to stop this.

Furthermore, the LPA process has failed to address the 
country’s basic economic problems. Although Libya’s 
most important economic organisations, the Central 
Bank of Libya (CBL), the National Oil Corporation and 
the Libyan Investment Authority recognise the GNA, 
Serraj has not been able to overcome Libya’s economic 
difficulties. The cash crisis – a combination of infla-
tion, black market currency exchanges and a general 
lack of funds – continues. High subsidies for fuel 
and basic foodstuffs are a strain on the budget, while 
smuggling is an endemic problem costing the state 
several hundred million dollars a year. Moreover, cor-
ruption is entirely out of control:11 the CBL is still fi-
nancing competing administrations in the east and 
west and pays former ‘thuwwar’ (270,000 ‘revolution-
ary fighters’ who are eligible for state payments, al-
though only about 40,000 actually fought in the revo-
lution) and militias as ‘official’ security forces. Tribes 
in the east and south therefore complain that revenues 
from oil extracted from their lands are used to finance 
those groups who are killing their sons. 

Networks of competing Islamist groups, including the 
Muslim Brotherhood, various Salafists and the former-
ly al-Qaeda associated Libyan Islamic Fighting Group 
(LIFG) wield significant influence behind the scenes, 
including over the GNA. They also lead to prolifera-
tion: indeed, most Libyans who end up part of terror-
ist organisations either in Libya or abroad started their 
‘careers’ as members of one of the aforementioned 
groups. Altogether, the power of radical Islamists has 
been gravely underestimated and is likely to grow: as 
various radical Islamist groups are currently contrib-
uting significantly to the defence of Tripoli, it is highly 
likely that they will be able to expand their influence in 
the event that the LNA fails to take the city.

After its defeat in Sirte, Daesh was significantly weak-
ened but not destroyed: it still commands 600-800 
jihadists, mainly in southern Libya, and is conduct-
ing a low-level terrorist campaign with occasional 
high-profile attacks, including on the hydrocarbon 
industry. Worryingly, Libya is becoming ever more at-
tractive for foreign Daesh fighters escaping from Syria 
and Iraq. Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) 
treats south-western Libya as a safe haven and both 
Daesh and AQIM use Libya as a springboard from 

which to operate throughout the region, representing 
a deadly threat for several countries. 

INTERNATIONAL 
INTERFERENCE
The failure of the stabilisation process in Libya must 
be seen in the context of competing interests of inter-
national actors, in particular of those openly siding 
with one of the conflict parties. 

The key supporters of the anti-Haftar coalition are 
Turkey and Qatar, whose actions are primarily driven 
by support for political Islam and economic interests. 
Moreover, Turkey has very strong historic ties to west-
ern Libya, in particular to the city of Misrata: several 
hundred thousand people in Misrata, Tripoli and other 
coastal cities are Kouloughlis, descendants of Ottoman 
Turks who settled down with local women.12 

Turkey’s troubled economy needs Libya as an export 
destination,13 while Turkish companies are seeking 
a major share in reconstruction efforts. The survival 
of the Islamist-influenced GNA and a leading role for 
Misrata are essential for Ankara’s economic interests 
in Libya and it is thus a staunch supporter of the LPA 
process. Turkey has granted permanent residence to 
several prominent former LIFG leaders, members of 
the Libyan Muslim Brotherhood, high-profile for-
mer Benghazi and Derna Shura Council fighters and 
Libya’s Grand Mufti, the Salafist Sadekh al-Gharyani. 
Their leverage is then utilised to pursue Turkish inter-
ests in Libya.

Both Qatar and Turkey are instrumental for the de-
fence of Tripoli as they provide weapons and military 
equipment to several of the pro-GNA militias, in par-
ticular to those from Misrata. Most of this cargo ar-
rives by ship or air in Misrata and is distributed from 
there. Allegedly, Turkey has also facilitated the trans-
fer of Islamist fighters from Syria to Libya to contrib-
ute to the war effort. Ankara is even directly involved 
in the fighting though the operation of combat drone 
systems and by advising the military leadership of the 
anti-Haftar coalition.

While officially endorsing the LPA, the key allies of the 
LNA are Egypt, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Saudi 
Arabia and Jordan. Their involvement is mainly due to 
security-related interests, in particular counterter-
rorism and their opposition to political Islam, though 
they also have important economic interests. Egypt, 
the UAE and Jordan are supporting the LNA with mili-
tary hardware and training, while Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE are vital for its financial survival: the LNA has al-
most no access to Libya’s oil revenues as all the pay-
ments end up at the CBL, which is under the control of 
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the GNA. Today, most Arab states support the LNA, at 
least in a passive way. It was, for instance, telling that 
a request by the GNA’s foreign minister for an Arab 
League emergency meeting on Libya in mid-July was 
rejected14 (only Algeria, Qatar and Tunisia supported 
the request). 

Egypt has played a particularly important supporting 
role for the LNA.15 The situation in the Arab world’s 
most populous country is characterised by a deep rift 
between secularists and Islamists, a weak economy 
and dozens of terrorist attacks which kill hundreds 
of civilians every year. Consequently, it wants to pre-
vent a safe haven for terrorists emerging in Libya or an 
Islamist-dominated government sitting on its western 
border. Both certainly represent ‘red lines’: it can be 
expected that – if necessary – Egypt will also inter-
vene directly with military means. Egypt’s important 
economic interests in Libya originate mainly from the 
some two million migrant workers who lived there be-
fore the revolution (now down to about 900,000), the 
investments of Egyptian companies and the country’s 
dire need for cheap energy.

Because of Egypt’s location as a neighbouring coun-
try, those backing the LNA are geostrategically in a 

better position than the other side. Logistical support 
can be provided directly without any risk of intercep-
tion, while fighter aircraft are able to attack targets all 
over Libya from bases in western Egypt. Even ground 
forces could intervene easily, if required. Moreover, 
from Egypt it would be no problem to enforce a mari-
time embargo by controlling the sea between Crete and 
Libya; transport aircraft, drones or even fighters flying 
to Libya from Turkey could then be intercepted with 
ease. As Egypt (and the other supporters of the LNA) 
have all the means to realise these options, what will be 
implemented relies only on a political decision about 
how far Egypt is willing to go to protect its interests.

The anti-Haftar coalition is running a highly success-
ful media campaign and effectively conducts lobbying 
efforts abroad, in particular in the UK, but also in the 
US and other countries, using its support for the LPA as 
a key tool. This works mainly through Libyan expatri-
ates from Misrata, Tripoli and other cities in western 
Libya, who are often very well organised and benefit 
from excellent connections to some media outlets, 
think tanks and politicians. Unsurprisingly, networks 
of the Muslim Brotherhood in western Europe and in 
America are also supporting their ideological brethren 
in Libya; the GNA has even hired an American firm for 
the purposes of professional lobbying. 

For its part, the European Union remains a key sup-
porter of the UN LPA process. The EU mission Operation 
Sophia was meant to disrupt the business model of 
people smugglers operating out of Libya, but arguably 
became a feature of that model.16 According to crit-
ics, the European naval presence emboldened inter-
national non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to 
operate off the very coast of Libya. Smugglers began 
to embark migrants in cheap and unseaworthy boats 
with the promise that they would be rescued.17 Since 
the re-opening of its embassy in Tripoli in July 2018, 
the EU is slowly raising its profile through several hu-
manitarian assistance activities, which is important if 
it intends to assume a more active role in the future. 
For France and Italy in particular, Libya is of vital stra-
tegic interest due to economic, historical and security 
reasons.18 In line with its limited interests in Libya, the 
American involvement in Libya is centred on its luke-
warm support for the UN-led process and counterter-
rorism efforts. 

Despite these various interests in the situation in 
Libya, it would be wrong to blame the failure of the 
LPA on international interference. None of the driving 
elements of the conflict would have been defused were 
Egypt, Qatar and the others to have kept out: irrespec-
tive of the fact that before April 2019 the influence of 
LNA supporters on developments in Tripoli was next 
to nil, Serraj was unable to assert his authority in the 
capital. Libya is not to be viewed simply as the scene 
of a ‘proxy war’. Whether the engagement of the vari-
ous states has had a stabilising or destabilising effect 

The LNA

The Libyan National Army (LNA), commanded 
by Marshal Khalifa Haftar, is the army of the 
HoR. As such it is not a ‘militia’, although many 
consider it to be one. Haftar refuses to recognise 
the GNA as long as it is not endorsed by the HoR. 
At the beginning of 2019, the LNA was in control 
of Cyrenaica and some parts of Tripolitania after 
defeating Islamist militias in Benghazi (2017) 
and Derna (2018). In January/February 2019, the 
LNA seized and stabilised the southern region of 
Fezzan using a combination of negotiations and 
decisive force. In early April 2019, Marshal Haftar 
launched a surprise offensive to take Tripoli, 
anticipating several militias to switch sides. 
However, this did not happen and the offensive 
failed at a high cost in human life. Thereafter, the 
LNA deployed large numbers of forces to the city 
and began a siege, while advancing slowly to-
wards the centre. While 7,000-8,000 of Tripoli’s 
defenders are from Misrata, only 2,500-3,000 
come from the city itself. There is credible in-
formation* that among the pro-GNA militias 
there are 450-600 hardcore Islamists, a num-
ber of whom are returnees from Syria, where 
they fought for the al-Nusra Front, an al-Qaeda 
affiliate. 

*  Author’s interviews with representatives of several stake-
holders since April 2019.



7

Libya’s conflict | A very short introduction

can be debated, but what is certain is that the mistakes 
made since the onset of the Skhirat negotiations could 
not have been corrected by these countries. 

The flaws of the LPA process should have been ac-
knowledged sooner and acted upon. However, the in-
ertia of UN and international diplomacy, as well as the 
lack of consensus on a better alternative prevented a 
reset. Nevertheless, for those with strong interests in 
Tripolitania or in furthering political Islam, the LPA 
remains a means to a preferred end. 

KEY CONCLUSIONS AND 
CONSEQUENCES
Some key conclusions can be drawn from the driv-
ing elements of the conflict in Libya and the failure 
of the LPA: 

›› The LPA process cannot be resuscitated and future 
stabilisation efforts should be based on an entirely 
new process. 

›› Deep mistrust, at times deep-rooted hate and pro-
tracted conflict characterises regional and sectar-
ian relations in Libya.

›› A country-wide reconciliation and a compromise 
about the way forward for a united Libya is not re-
alistic at the moment.

›› It is doubtful if Libya is currently ready to develop 
a final constitution. 

›› A fair distribution of the oil revenues must 
be ensured.

›› Tripoli will be extremely difficult to stabilise, re-
gardless of whether the city is taken by the LNA or 
not. It would be difficult to establish an assertive 
government there and protect it from its multitude 
of enemies in the city.

›› The actions of the key international supporters 
of both sides are logical. For them, the conflict 
is not about values or ideals, but about concrete 
interests, some of them vital (like Egyptian se-
curity interests in eastern Libya) and therefore 
non-negotiable. 

These conclusions lead to some consequences for the 
stabilisation process. Only a decentralised approach 
has a realistic chance for success. The intention must 
be to achieve a lasting stabilisation of Libya in its three 
historic regions. There is no need for a powerful cen-
tral government, as most of the responsibilities should 
lie with the regions or former districts anyway. 

Most importantly, for the time being an interim 
constitution should serve as a foundation for this 

decentralised stabilisation. An amended form of Libya’s 
1963 constitution,19 which Gaddafi abandoned in 1969, 
could be used. Legally, it can be argued that the con-
stitution is still in place, but it needs to be amended to 
ensure the fair distribution of the country’s oil wealth 
between the central government and the regions. Some 
provisions of the 1951 constitution, such as article 36 
about central government powers and article 39 about 
provincial powers,20 should be also included. The head 
of state must either be a well-respected person (like 
the Libyan crown prince) or there should be a rotat-
ing chairmanship of a presidency council between the 
three historic provinces, although the un-subdivided 
body must be the collective head of state.

For now, the interim government cannot be based in 
Tripoli: until the security situation in the capital is im-
proved, it should be temporary located in another city. 
If required and desired by the Libyans, an international 
protection force could secure a safe zone until the new 
government has sufficient forces of its own.

Stability also requires economic recovery. For Libya, 
this means stable oil exports at 2010 levels. If the dis-
tribution of oil revenues along the formula enshrined 
in the constitution can be guaranteed, the unhindered 
production and export of Libya’s hydrocarbon re-
sources would be to the benefit of all.

However, economic security and regional stability also 
require that terrorism is tackled head on. Although it 
would be difficult to find a common definition for ‘ter-
rorist’ in Libya, it is at least necessary to continue the 
fight against Daesh and al-Qaeda/AQIM. This needs to 
include the training of regional counterterrorism forces.

THE WAY AHEAD
A lasting ceasefire in the fight for Tripoli is currently 
not realistic as both sides are convinced that the en-
emy would take advantage of the situation. Pro-GNA 
militias expect that the LNA would use such a lull to 
bring forward additional troops, refill its ammunition 
stocks (without the threat of Misrata’s air force) and 
relaunch the offensive when ready. The LNA is con-
vinced that Tripoli will fall in a matter of weeks and 
that any ceasefire would allow the defenders to con-
solidate their positions. But even if Haftar is able to 
take Tripoli, the fight between the LNA and its oppo-
nents will be far from over. 

However, after the battle for Tripoli has ended one way 
or another, a political solution based on the new mili-
tary facts on the ground will be required. This political 
solution needs to centre on the outlined decentralised, 
bottom-up approach based on Libya’s old constitution. 
An interim constitution could be adopted by a national 
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conference of tribal elders and elected local representa-
tives, which would take much of the heat out of the dis-
cussion and allow local entities to focus on their own 
development.

Country-wide elections only make sense if most parts of 
the country, including the capital, are sufficiently stable 
to allow for a proper election process. If this is not the 
case, elections should be postponed or held only where 
possible, following a model similar to the elections to the 
US Senate, where one-third of the senators are elected 
every two years. The expertise of the EU when preparing 
for and conducting these elections could be very helpful.

Wherever there is a basic level of stability, fostering lo-
cal security (including the creation and bolstering of lo-
cal police forces), good governance and the provision of 
basic services should follow. A bottom-up rather than 
top-down approach (as has been tried up until now) is 
again recommended, in addition to a sustained fight 
against terrorism. There is vast experience within the EU 
in all these areas, which could be offered to the Libyans.

Only after a certain level of stability all over Libya is 
achieved, should the elaboration of a new, final consti-
tution and country-wide elections take place. The aim 
should be to achieve this within a four-year stabilisation 
period. Again, the EU could assume a crucial role in sup-
porting the process. 

Without a new, successful initiative, the country will 
remain marred in chaos. There is a strong possibil-
ity that Libya could even disintegrate in an uncontrolled 
way, which would make it even easier for various radi-
cal Islamist groups to use parts of the country to expand 
their activities well beyond Libya’s borders. Ultimately, 
the stabilisation process must be conducted under close 
international supervision. It is here that the EU has the 
possibility to assume a key role in facilitating talks be-
tween the factions and supporting state building.21 
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