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T

en years ago, the Libyan citizens took to the streets
to protest the Gaddafi regime. In the following years,
the country became the battleground of political
competition between regional and international powers
that exploited local rivalries to advance their interests.
Nowadays, Libya still lacks functioning institutions to
provide efficient services and fairly distribute hydrocarbons
revenues to citizens. While severe issues remain, other
developments give rise to cautious optimism. Notably, the
two warring parties established a truce in the last months.
The current stalemate opens a window of opportunity
for de-escalating the conflict. Still, to reach a workable
agreement, essential issues need to be addressed. What
can local and international actors learn from previous
mistakes? Can the ongoing negotiations provide a viable
path to a workable future? How can the international
community play a constructive role in supporting the
country?
This publication is the third of a series of ISPI Dossiers
looking at the trajectories, challenges and future prospects
of different Arab countries that were shaken by disruptive
revolts a decade ago, including Egypt, Libya, Syria and
Yemen.
* Matteo Colombo is an ISPI Associate Research Fellow in the MENA Centre and
junior researcher at Clingendael's Conflict Research Unit. North Africa Centre
at ISPI, where he is researching on geopolitical and security issues in the MENA
region, and Teaching Assistant at the Catholic University in Milan.
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A

fter a decade, Arab Spring countries show socio-political
extremes between, for instance, a Tunisia and a neighboring
Libya, with Egypt in an intermediary zone. Egypt’s decade
witnessed orderly legislative elections and three presidents when
Mubarak had reigned for almost thirty years. But Egypt’s current
president is the former Minister of Defense, a continuation - with a
short interval - of the practice of military presidents since 1952.
In the small village of Sidi Bouzid in the Tunisian south that saw
Mohamed Bouazizi’s self-immolation, i.e. the spark of the Arab Spring,
the 10th anniversary went without any mass festivities. Why? Egypt’s
10th anniversary will be on 25 January. Differently from Tunisia, many
of Egypt’s Arab Spring leaders are either in prison or in exile.
Despite the commemoration of the date as an official holiday, most
probably there will not be any popular festivities. Why?
Rather than recounting Egypt’s events during the last decade, this
article is analytical and looks at Egypt as a comparative case study,
whose findings go beyond this country. As we know, the Arab
Spring was pioneered by Tunisia on 17 December 2010, and Egypt
followed more than a month after (on 25 January 2011). However, this
country’s socio-demographic weight and regional status make
of it a representative sample reflective of wider patterns. Egypt’s
centrality is consensual. In a BBC partial survey of eight films and
twelve documentaries about the Arab Spring, four and six – 50%
respectively – were about Egypt. This article’s three sections
emphasize two factors that are relatively overlooked in the analysis
of the Arab Spring trajectory: the economic needs rationale and the
role of international factors.
AN ARAB SPRING, AUTUMN OR WINTER?
These three terms are used in Arab and global media and
demonstrate divergent fortunes, time evolutions and changing
assessments of the impact of these mass protests. At the end of
July 2011, the Saudi regional TV channel, El-Arabiya, conducted a
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survey about the degree of optimism/pessimism related to the
Arab Spring. Optimism was the dominant mood: of those surveyed
71% were optimists; 7% pessimists and 22% didn’t know. Moreover,
90% believed the future would be better, compared to only 4%
who thought it would be worse, and 6% did not know. If this survey
were to be conducted today, public opinion reactions could be
the reverse of a decade ago. Though in Egypt’s case, while many
would affirm that this country has been saved the tragic fate of
Libya, Yemen, or Syria, a majority would assert the failure of its
Arab Spring. Several (political) indicators are quoted in support: the
overthrow and death in prison of its first civilian president; Mubarak’s
rehabilitation upon his death through the participation of President
al-Sisi and his government in a nationally-organized funeral; the
increasing numbers of people detained without trial, restrictions on
basic rights such as freedom of speech, association…
THE HUMAN RIGHTS CONTROVERSY
During his official visit to France in early December, President alSisi affirmed that Egypt has nothing to hide concerning its human
rights record. His host, President Emmanuel Macron, asserted
that there are differences between them at this level, but that
France will not condition its economic cooperation and arms sales
on their differences. These differences were aired amidst a huge
controversy between, on the one hand, the European Parliament,
and on the other, the Egyptian and Arab Parliaments.
The EU statement (12 December 2020) is both very detailed and
specific about violations of universally-accepted human rights. The
rebuttals by the Egyptian and Arab parliaments do not address
these specifics but insist on alternative principles, e.g. defense
of ’national sovereignty’ against ”neo-colonial intervention” and
especially the emphasis on an alternative definition of human
rights. This alternative definition contests the Western individualbased emphasis and gives priority instead to a collectivity-based
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concept centered on the primacy of development and Egypt’s
socio-economic needs (Mostafa El Fiqi, Head of Alexandria
Bibliotheque, reiterated that the most basic human right is the one
that guarantees a permanent shelter and a dignified daily life, ElShorouk newspaper, 23 December 2020). According to this logic,
the prerequisite for the satisfaction of these developmental
needs is political stability and preservation of the state. The
content analysis of President al-Sisi’s 149 speeches during the
three-year period 2014-2016 shows this priority (Abd Rabbu,
El-Shorouk newspaper, 13 December 2020). Whether in his 60
speeches to his domestic audience or the 89 to the outside world,
the priority is (economic) development and its prerequisites.
Security - increasingly defined as against “Muslim Brotherhood
terrorism” and its allies - is the sine qua non for whatever reform is
desired. Official sources repeat ad nauseam that despite Covid-19
their economic policy proved its worth, citing in support of this the
IMF’s “trust”, as indicated by loans of $17.1 billion for the period 20152020. In return, Egypt applied the Fund’s required reform plan,
including cancelling subsidies for many basic commodities, from
electricity to petrol, and devaluing its currency by almost 300%. The
IMF confirms the success of “its advice”, as some basic economic
indicators show improvement for the three-year period 2018-2020.

Source: IMF, World Economic Outlook Database, OCT 2020
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Whereas the average poverty rate according to official figures
went up from 27% to 32.3%, Egypt’s relationship with the IMF is
still a win/win. Egypt gets the needed loans and also the IMF’s
confirmation that the country is carrying out serious economic
reform. Similarly, the IMF demonstrates through the experience of
a major developing country that its structural adjustment program
is the blueprint to follow for economic reform.
The Egyptian government even shows that its “economic success”
is also a political success. Official and semi-official media statements
repeat, again ad nauseam, that the ousting of the Muslim
Brotherhood (MB) regime in July 2013 saved Egypt from the tragic
fate of many neighboring countries, such as the mushrooming of
armed militias and endless ”new wars” amidst state failure. Data on
the 12 indicators of the FSI (Fragile/Failed State Index) show Syria’s
progression toward FS status as its rank went ”up” from 39 in 2010
to 4 in 2020 – a loss of 35 ranks; Libya from 112 to 20 – a loss of
92 ranks; Yemen from 18 to the infamous top rank of number one
failed state. In comparison, Egypt went from number 43 on the list
in 2010 to number 35 in 2020 – a loss of 8 ranks.
General historical analysis shows that there is not really any
inconsistency between the two types of human rights. However, for
the majority of the proverbial “man (and woman) in the street”, issues
such as socio-economic needs come first in daily life. By content
of the 44 most chanted slogans in Tahrir, the highest number (11,
or 25%) were about socio-economic aspects. Moreover, those who
suffered during MB rule from frequent water and electricity cuts
and daily insecurity such as increasing car thefts, do not want to see
a repetition. In choosing their priorities, the avoidance of such daily
difficulties could come first. Tunisia’s present situation indicates the
same order of priorities for most of the population, as the majority
of the decade’s 650 protests are about socio-economic issues.
A general rule then seems to be that unless political success is
coupled with daily economic problem-solving, it is short-lived.
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In their obsession with these immediate needs, ordinary citizens
tend to overlook the linkage between a regime’s characteristics
and its socio-economic policies. On the contrary, many at present
go so far as to attribute current daily problems to the occurrence of
the Arab Spring itself. The urban youth-based protests of a decade
ago are seen not as a reaction to governance problems but rather
as their cause. Such a dominant narrative is a good case of what
Gramsci labelled hegemony by consent, when the mass base
internalizes a regime’s authoritarian bargain.
THE AUTHORITARIAN BARGAIN AND
ITS INTERNATIONAL SUPPORT
An early version of this bargain in the region started in the Gulf
in the debate on the rentier state. In a nutshell, citizens give up
many of their political/democratic rights in return for the state’s
economic largesse.
Beyond the Gulf context, Egypt’s case at present shows that this
bargain was widened and reformulated to mean the primacy of
dealing with economic needs and its prerequisite of political
stability. What needs to be factored in is the contribution intentional or not - of international governmental partners in Europe
and the Gulf. Europe is obviously interested in political stability
in the Southern Mediterranean to limit - if not prevent - irregular
immigration. Moreover, political stability in Egypt guarantees
the payment of its debt, and the maintenance of trade relations,
including voluminous arms deals. The case of Italy is very telling
in this respect. Italy’s insistence on and championing of human
rights issues has been raised to the European level because of the
case of Giulio Regeni, a Cambridge University PhD candidate who
was kidnapped in February 2016 during his field research in Egypt,
then found dead on one of the desert roads outside Cairo, with his
body showing torture. Trade relations were of $7.2 billion in 2018
with Egyptian exports of $1.3 billion whereas Italian exports of $5.9
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billion, i.e. five times as much in Italy’s favor. In 2019, Egypt tripled
its arms imports from Italy with new deals amounting to 16-18
billion euros for the next few years. This is in addition to enormous
investments, including ENI’s huge gas explorations. Economic
relations with France tell the same story. According to French
customs, in 2017 France and Egypt posted an increase of 21.8% in
their trade, which totaled 2.5 billion euros. Between 2013 and 2017,
France became Egypt’s main military supplier. What needs to be
reiterated (in addition to decorating al-Sisi with the highest award
of Legion d’honneur) is what Macron made explicit during al-Sisi’s
visit to Paris on 6 December: “I will not condition matters of defense
and economic cooperation on these disagreements (over human
rights)”.
Neither Italy nor France is exceptional in this respect. When EU and
Arab leaders met in their first summit in February 2019, European
concerns about “irregular immigration” led to a consensus of
“investing in stability “in Southern Mediterranean countries. This
concern for stability goes hand in hand with Gulf countries’
efforts to counter the Arab Spring. In his memoir, Promised
Land, former U.S. President Obama reports repeated pleas during
January-February 2011 from Saudi Arabia and the UAE for the USA
to stand by Mubarak. When these pleas failed, Gulf aid to get rid of
Egypt’s MB regime are estimated at between $20 and $30 billion,
including deposits with the Central Bank of Egypt and petroleum
products as grants. This international governmental collaboration,
in addition to the above-mentioned IMF support, show the
importance of factoring in the impact of external factors in support
of the authoritarian bargain.
CONCLUSION
Though Egypt went through three legislative elections, many of
its 100+ political parties were there only on paper. President al-Sisi
officially won his second mandate in March 2018 with 97.08 % of
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the vote after several presidential candidates declined or withdrew,
voluntarily or not. At present, some surveys such as Raseef22 no
longer ask for a balance-sheet of the Arab Spring but reformulate
their question as follows: “would it have been better if the Arab
Spring had never happened?”. This shows a confusion between
(negative) results and (initial) causes. As Bouazizi’s case and its
regional diffusion show, the Arab Spring mass protests took place
against real socio-political problems. Many of these problems are
still there, with Tunisia’s current unemployment average at 15% and
in some parts of the country above 30%. As shown above, Egypt
scored some progress at this level. But there isn’t a choice to be
made between the “political” and “socio-economic” aspects as
they are two sides of the same coin. In this respect, an analysis
of Egypt’s present setback, rather than failure, is also inherent in
the challenges of the democratization transition process, as the
voluminous literature on transitology reveals (Korany 2014). The
post-Arab Spring decade is illuminating concerning many of these
challenges, for instance:

1. Lack of coordination among the protestors’ youth
leadership, the well-known coalition-building.
Press
reports talked about the presence of as many as 160-200
leaders.
2. This was coupled with a lack of experience of this young
middle-class leadership, clearly reflected in the absence of
a program of action for “the Day After”, combining both
socio-economic needs and political objectives. As a result,
Mubarak’s announced departure on 11 February 2011 was
interpreted as the protests’ final victory rather than only one
stage to build on (Korany, Al-Ahram newspaper, 9 March
2011, i.e warning of the vulnerability problem less than a
month after Mubarak’s resignation).
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3. The result was that other, more organized groups – such
as the MB – took over. In fact, this organization joined the
protests late and their subsequent dominance of both the
parliament and the presidency ignited the traditional fight
between the MB and the military. The military have won.
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I

f the protests that began in Egypt on January 25, 2011, resulted
in a coup-volution,[1] then what has developed since can only be
called a populocracy.[2] The military exploited a genuine popular
movement in 2011 to unseat President Hosni Mubarak, who had
threatened the military’s primordial place in the state by grooming
his son and his coalition of civilian business elites for succession.
Once the coup-volution removed this threat, and once Egypt’s
first freely elected president was removed from power in 2013,
the administration of President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi proceeded
to lengthen and deepen the military’s hold on power with the
veneer of a popular mandate.[3]

The decade between 2011 and 2021 has seen a consolidation of
Egypt’s populocracy, where a strongman rules with the military’s
backing and the people have no choice but to believe that he is
their man. Compared to other countries, Egyptians are worse off in
2021 than they were in 2011, with fewer freedoms, less economic
opportunity, and worse human development.[4] Nonetheless,
Egyptians who remember the tumult of the Arab Spring are
loath to challenge Sisi’s rule, suggesting that a change in Egypt’s
populocracy is unlikely any time soon. It may even be a generation
before Egyptians forget 2011 and, once again fed up with their
dwindling lot, throw off the ruler of the day in favor of whatever or
whoever comes next.
The pathway to Egypt’s dismal state over the last ten years indicates
how civil-military relations have shaped the country.[5] Historically,
the three pillars of the Egyptian state were the military, the police,
and the presidency, but in the 2011 coup-volution the military took
advantage of popular ire with the police and the presidency to
reshape the system in its favor.[6] Former President Mohammed
Morsi tried and failed to reassert the presidency as a counterbalance
to the military’s influence. Once Morsi was removed, the pathway
was clear for the military to consolidate autocracy in the name
of populism, resulting in a populocracy that is unlikely to fall for at
least another generation.
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UNYIELDING RESPONSE TO DISSENT
Three changes in civil-military relations have corresponded to the
consolidation of Egypt’s populocracy. The first is that the military
in general, and the Sisi administration in particular, adopted an
unyielding stance on dissent. They learned from the failures of
the Mubarak administration in the years leading up to January
25, 2011.[7] Under pressure from Western donors and Egyptian
businessmen, Mubarak had begun to open the aperture of dissent,
tolerating occasional protests and loyal opposition parties. This
coincided with a steadily diminishing standard of living. When
insurgent protests organized offline grew into large protests
organized on social media, they caught police by surprise, and then
emboldened protesters marched on Tahrir and lit the tinderbox of
revolution.[8]
The lesson to military leaders after 2011 was clear: take an
unyielding stance against popular dissent or suffer the same fate
as Mubarak. What few protests have arisen have been summarily
repressed, and the Sisi administration has not shied away from using
military force to do so. Even the fig leaf of loyal opposition parties
has been removed. The treatment of prisoners of conscience is
woeful,[9] and even Western researchers must fear for their safety
while in the custody of the state.[10] This unyielding approach to
dissent is a critical piece of Egypt’s populocracy.
CULTIVATING REGIONAL ALLIES
The second change in civil-military relations is that the Sisi
administration has cultivated an alliance with like-minded states
such as Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, resulting
in budgetary, investment, and military support that was crucial in
the early days of Sisi’s rule.[11] As of 2021, this external support has
allowed Sisi to deflect domestic calls for change and underwrite one
of the largest military buildups in Egypt’s history.[12] This external
support has extended to border security, basic infrastructure, and
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military acquisition, and even partners from outside the region have
lent their support to Egypt’s security.[13]
There is a populist element to Egypt’s regional alliances, as well.
When al-Sisi and other military leaders threw their support behind
the effort to remove the Muslim Brotherhood’s Morsi as president
in 2013, they reinforced the narrative of Egypt as a secular, antiIslamist nation.[14]The extent of anti-Morsi protests allowed Sisi
to position himself as a defender of the national will while his
administration marginalized the Muslim Brotherhood and even
criminalized the actions of their leaders. Billions of dollars of
fiscal and monetary support from the UAE and Saudi Arabia
reinforced this anti-Islamist stance and helped Sisi consolidate
Egypt’s populocracy at a critical moment.
DISTORTING THE ECONOMY
A third change in Egyptian civil-military relations that has reinforced
populocracy is the Egyptian military’s increasing influence over
the economy. Building on a pattern that began in the 1970s under
former President Anwar Sadat,[15] military companies and the
contractors that serve them have garnered an ever-expanding
role in the civilian economy.[16] The military does not control
the economy, but the military does distort its transparency and
development to a worrying degree.[17] This has allowed the Sisi
administration to solidify the support of military officers who benefit
from this pattern of economic distortion, and it has given the military
pride of place over the commanding heights.[18]
The impact on civil-military relations is hard to overstate. Where
civilian businessmen held sway under Mubarak, a new ruling
class of military officers has arisen under Sisi.[19] The military’s
prominence reinforces its narrative of service to the nation, even
though it squeezes out opportunities for genuine economic
development and makes it harder for the military to extricate itself
from business and power in the future.[20] This influence over the
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commanding heights is a tool to reward loyalty and punish dissent,
with millions of dollars in construction, security, mining, tourism,
and other contracts at stake.[21] Much of this capital has been
squandered,[22] but this has not stopped the Sisi administration
from claiming that it serves all Egyptians.
SIMPLIFIED CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS
The consolidation of Egypt’s populocracy has had at least one
unintended effect: civil-military relations are much simpler in 2021
than they were in 2011. The Egyptian military has no need to worry
about an assertive interior ministry or an independent president to
challenge its hold on power, but the list of bogeymen on which
to blame Egypt’s challenges grows thin. For now, a distortive
influence on the economy, the support of regional allies, and
an unyielding approach to dissent are sufficient to maintain the
military’s hold on power, because Egyptians remember the tumult
of the Arab Spring and have little stomach to revisit that uncertain
time. In the event that a new generation rises that does not
remember this uncertainty, but is intimately familiar with repression
and lack of opportunity, then something new – or at least different
– will replace Egypt’s populocracy.
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W

ithin three years of the popular and internationally
supported overthrow of the Qaddafi regime, the initial
optimism that Libya would put itself on a path toward
stability, democracy, and prosperity gave way to a decade of
insecurity and turmoil. Ultimately, in 2019, Libya's situation would
devolve into a full-blown violent conflict, fueled by external actors
engaged in intense geopolitical competition. The recent fighting
has deepened political, regional, and tribal divisions, as well as
exacerbated the fragmentation of government institutions and
policymaking. The conflict has also sharply undercut the wellbeing
of ordinary citizens, whose living standards have deteriorated in
line with the country’s fortunes since 2011.
Libya’s poor economic performance over the past decade has
exposed its extreme dependence on the oil sector. Macroeconomic
outcomes have not only been at the mercy of volatile international
oil prices, but also the National Oil Company’s (NOC) ability to
access and operate oil fields, pipelines, and export terminals.
Domestically, local actors and their international backers have
weaponized the oil sector, deploying production shutdowns and
export disruptions toward political, financial, and military ends.
As a result, oil revenues have become insufficient to cover a rising
public sector wage bill and fuel subsidies since 2014, leading to
ballooning fiscal deficits, double-digit inflation, and the depletion
of international currency reserves.
Faced with tightening budget constraints, the central government
in Tripoli and the parallel government in Baida have increasingly
resorted to deficit financing through the Central Bank of Libya
(CBL). The introduction in 2015 of a parallel currency by the CBL
branch in Baida and disruptions to banking payment systems
compounded recurring liquidity shortages and accelerated the
depreciation of the exchange rate on the black market, all as an
informal and illicit economy expanded in size and scope across the
country. Heightened external concerns about inadequate domestic
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safeguards to combat money laundering and terrorism financing
hastened the growing isolation of Libyan banks and businesses
from the international financial system.
As would be expected, Libya’s deepening political divisions were
reflected in the increasing fragmentation of government institutions,
including those tasked with economic policy and financial affairs.
The international community’s efforts to facilitate organizational
unification, budget coordination, and policy reform yielded few
tangible or permanent outcomes. Even within the confines of the
Tripoli-based Government of National Accord, fiscal and economic
policy coordination has been minimal, often requiring the
intervention of external actors and international financial institutions.
Extended delays to salary payments, chronic summer power cuts,
and periodic shortages in fuel products have become the norm
over time. The consequences of a crumbling health care system
have been widely felt during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Solutions to Libya’s political and economic crises are not readily
evident. Despite recent positive developments, such as the United
Nations-brokered ceasefire agreement in October 2020 and
selection of a new interim national unity government in February
2021, the underlying drivers of Libya’s conflict remain. Competition
for control over Libya’s oil wealth, concerns around perceived
inequalities in resource distribution, and continued potential for
armed groups to profit from instability means that there are still
opportunities for spoilers to derail progress toward a permanent
political settlement. Even in the best of circumstances, Libya
will face profound challenges in building its capacity for effective
governance and realizing the economic reforms needed for a
sustained recovery.
Still, investments by local and international actors can help build
the foundations for good policy outcomes. Across all levels of
government, institutions are struggling with capacity constraints;

The Long Road to Economic Recovery in Libya

| 24

years of conflict and political instability have critically fragmented
and weakened government institutions. Thus, an immediate priority
for involved actors should be to unify the key national institutions
that drive the economy, including the CBL, the Ministries of Finance
and Economy, the NOC, and the Audit Bureau. This effort will be
both politically complicated and technically complex. International
actors should also provide the Libyan government with technical
assistance in the areas of policy coordination, budget execution,
and project implementation, as well as support bold steps to
combat endemic corruption in the public sector.
Until conflict actors reach a common understanding on priorities for
a national government, it is likely that any governance improvements
will come from the local level. Working with municipal governments
and local civil society organizations, international organizations can
effect positive change in the lives of Libyan citizens by improving the
delivery of crucial public services, including infrastructure,
education, and healthcare. Focusing on security at a municipal
level offers opportunities to engage armed groups constructively
and to professionalize public security. Enhancing local governance
can also set the foundation for national-level improvements, as
successful cities can provide examples of reform that can then be
taken up across Libya.
While private sector development might depend largely on the
realization of political stability, encouraging small and medium
enterprises and broader private sector growth can help create
jobs for Libya’s youth and provide alternative pathways to militia
members. A private sector development approach fits well within
a municipal engagement strategy because local governments
can compete to create business-friendly regulatory environments
and work with local businesses to build value chains and foster
investment. Crucially, private-sector-led economic reform need
not be premised upon national solutions; rather, local stakeholders
can work together to realize their collective goals city by city.
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Over the medium to long term, Libya needs to limit the dependence
of its economy on the oil sector and create alternatives to
subsidization and mass public employment, especially in the
context of low international oil prices, years of underinvestment
in Libya's oil infrastructure, and a structural shift in international
markets toward renewables. These factors alone might, in the
longer term, force Libyans to reimagine their development model.
In the short term, the country can use its oil wealth to stabilize the
economy, facilitate a shift toward diversification, and address longstanding perceived inequities. A sustained economic recovery will
reinforce Libya’s ongoing progress on the political track and pave
the way for the gradual return of political stability.
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T

he transformations witnessed in Libya’s security sector over
the past decade largely reflect the violence that reshaped the
country’s social landscape during the 2011 revolution. Gaddafi,
formerly the lynchpin to an idiosyncratic distributive state built
on coercion and patronage, bequeathed post-revolutionary Libya
with hollowed-out institutions, a rentier economic system, and a
zero-sum political culture. His demise was the culmination of a
multiplicity of local uprisings that effectively devolved power from
his own hands to those of the revolutionaries that overthrew him.
However, while his monopoly on violence effectively disintegrated,
his state's other dysfunctional features and its patronage structures
were preserved – either deliberately or inadvertently. The scramble
to monopolize Gaddafi's state's levers laid the foundation for many
of the fault lines – and subsequent conflicts – that further reshaped
Libya's security sector after his downfall. Nevertheless, while the
splintering of Libya's security sector after 2011 can be argued to
have initially mirrored the fragmentation of Libya’s political scene,
today, many armed groups have effectively become their own
political actors.
The evolution of Libyan armed groups’ relationships with political
institutions has significantly evolved overtime. The contemporary
reality – with different typologies of hybrid security actors that
defy the Weberian-influenced dichotomies of formal and informal
– is anchored in the revolution’s diverging patterns across Libyan
locales. Endowed with a sense of entitlement after overthrowing
Gaddafi, disparate groups of revolutionaries coalesced into adhoc parallel structures through which they effectively sought to
replace or contend with possible remnants of Gaddafi-era security
structures in their local areas of control. Riding on a short-lived wave
of post-revolutionary euphoria and a dose of policy myopia, Libya’s
transitional authorities opted to bankroll these new structures by
deputizing them to provide security, bestowing legitimacy upon
them by way of state affiliation. The fateful decision was concomitant
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with the burgeoning of rogue militias – formed by young Libyans
that had not fought in the revolution but saw in its aftermath an
opportunity to reap financial gains. The policy of attempted cooption conflated both revolutionary and rogue groups, marking the
advent of security pluralism as the first phase of transmutation in
Libya’s security landscape.
The second turning point that morphed the nature of Libyan armed
groups’ relationship with political institutions was the by-product
of a combination of intra-elite divisions and armed groups’ desire
to sustain legitimacy and support from their communities[1].
Rife with tensions underpinned by tribal, geographic, ethnic, or
ideological divides, the socio-political and economic landscapes
of the time enabled this transformation. Some armed groups had
begun manoeuvring to secure their own sources of income
outside of the state’s control – often leveraging the political and
communal mantles of legitimacy at their disposal to operationalize
these rent-seeking efforts. Politicians – backed by regional powers
– sponsored competing integration processes, often purposefully
pitting Gaddafi-era armed structures as well as post-revolutionary
armed groups against one another. While some revolutionaries
shunned any integration efforts that they perceived as antithetic
with their revolutionary creed, others wilfully integrated into
what some regarded as remnants of Gaddafi's formal security
apparatuses. The latter had suffered from a depletion in human
capital due to the regime-era cadre’s marginalization and desertion,
leaving hollow structures that were subsequently overstaffed.
Overall, Libya’s political elite’s clumsy competition, coupled with
the jockeying of armed groups over legitimacy, exacerbated the
security landscape’s hybrid nature, compounding it with another
layer of informality.
Post-2014, the relationships of armed groups with political
institutions experienced a reconfiguration. The eruption of a civil war
in mid-2014 – largely the aforementioned dynamics’ culmination
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– ended the country’s transitional process and bifurcated its
institutions. Despite negotiations under the United Nations’ aegis
leading up to an agreement to form an internationally recognized
transitional government, the institutional schism persisted. Armed
groups leveraged the progressive decline of these truncated
entities’ legitimacy, along with their own de-facto power on the
ground, to entrench and predate over state revenues. This transition
further enabled expedient proxy dynamics that saw international
actors favour engaging armed actors over civilian state authorities.
Foreign powers unilaterally engaged those that were most capable
of addressing their perceived security imperatives (be they
migration or counterterrorism related), while other regional states
empowered those that could drive their ideological geopolitical
agendas forward. The opportunity-cost of these predominantly
covert partnerships were that some allegedly criminal armed
groups were empowered into semi-formality at the expense
of state sovereignty. This dynamic not only emboldened these
armed groups into developing a pernicious war economy but also
enabled them to infiltrate the state to capture its levers with their
very own nomenklatura. If binaries' appositeness centered around
state versus non-state, or formal and informal, to these armed
actors were questionable before this period, they became entirely
irrelevant thereafter.
Today, reforming Libya’s security sector is contingent upon coming
to terms with the various dynamics that induced – or were the
result of – the transmutation of its security infrastructure over
time. More importantly, it also entails recognizing that some of
Libya’s hybrid armed actors have become their very own political
actors. Therefore, they are able to manoeuvre their way into
entrenchment by leveraging revenue-generation, proxy backing,
politicking, territorial control, violence, or their various social ties.
Acknowledging this would allow for the development of iterative
design processes that adapt some of the traditionally rigid doctrines
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upon which security sector reform (SSR) efforts are premised.
More broadly, this more informed and realistic conceptualization
of hybrid armed actors’ networks and breadth of influence would
allow policymakers to avoid the common pitfall of approaching
security arrangements and reform in a silo. It would also factor
in that their affiliation with state institutions is often pro-forma,
and matters only to the armed groups in question insofar as they
are able to instrumentalize it to retain influence. More broadly,
while SSR’s technical aspects should indeed be diligently planned
and implemented, recognizing the inter-dependency of the
security, political, economic, and community-centred dimensions
of Libya’s post-conflict mediation processes is part and parcel of
devising an operable and chronologically coherent SSR blueprint.
Only then would there be a true reckoning with the country’s hybrid
security landscape.
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I

n October 2011, the Libyan dictator Muammar Gaddafi was
murdered near the city of Sirte during the First Libyan civil war,
resulting from the hugely consequential popular movement of
the Arab Spring which overtook the whole MENA area. The bloody
end of the rais, without a regular process, sounded like a dark
omen to outside observers. And in fact, in the last ten years, Libya
has undergone two more civil wars (May 2014-December 2015
and April 2019-ongoing) and many inconclusive international
meetings, some supported by UNSMIL, others instead as personal
initiatives of foreign governments.
The Skhirat Agreement, signed on December 2015 after one year
of tough negotiations, ended with the formation of the Government
of National Accord (GNA), officially backed by the United Nations
and the international community, but never recognized by general
Khalifa Haftar and consequently by the opposite government in
Tobruk, the House of Representatives. For these and other reasons,
like the fact that the population did not elect it, Tripoli’s GNA never
had real weight among Libyans. To date, this government has not
been able to satisfy the most basic needs of its citizens and has
become increasingly held hostage by criminal cartels, which have
become the defacto managers of the terriotry in a capillary style.
Divisions have increasingly taken root, not only between the two
political entities of Tripolitania and Cyrenaica but also between the
Libyans themselves. For this reason tensions have grown over the
years, without the international community making a real contribution.
French President Emmanuel Macron organized two conferences
in Paris – on 25 July 2017 and 29 May 2018 – to put the two
contenders in agreement with a view to new elections under the
banner of democracy, the same democracy for which, according to
Haftar, the Libyans are not ripe. However, neither Macron nor the
other international actors have given this notion the slightest weight,
continuing with several inconclusive conferences. The conference
in Palermo of November 2018 and Abu Dhabi of February 2019
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have resulted in ultimately weakining the role of UNSMIL and its
last envoy, Ghassan Salamé.
The Libyan National Confrence intended to be held in Ghadames
between the 12th and 14th of April 2019, never ended up taking
place dispite months of prepartion. This was due to an Invasion of
the capital Tripoli carried about by general Hafter and the Libyan
National Army (LNA) undeir the guise of liberating the city from
Islamist militia groups. A few truces and ceasefires have been
acheived over the last year and half of war, but none were very
long lasting. Also, the conference held in Berlin in January 2020
has not been particularly fruitful until now, in spite of all the efforts
of the former acting-special envoy for Libya, Stephanie Williams.
The conference indicated three tracks: economic, political and
military, but many problems are on the path. The first consequence
of the political track was the creation of the Libyan Political Dialogue
Forum (LDPF), with representatives of the three main Libyan region
to find common ground for a new government and programmed
elections for 24 December 2021. Still, during the last virtual meeting
in December, nothing significant was achieved.
On the military side, the situation is even worse. In spite of the
ceasefire signed by a 5+5 Libyan Joint Military Commission on 24
October 2020, and the announcement for 23 January 2021 of a
massive withdrawal of all the foreign forces active on the ground
in support of the GNA (Turkey and Qatar) and the LNA (Egypt, UAE
and Russia), both sides are actively reinforcing their positions
over the Sirte-Jufra line. In the meantime, Turkish advisors are
training cadets in Tripoli, while the Russian Wagner Group is using
the Qardabija airbase through its mercenaries.
WHAT CAN BE DONE TO IMPROVE
THE PEACE PROCESS IN THE FUTURE?
At the moment, in Libya, the situation is very complicated. So far the
peace process has yet to besuccessful and, after the latest UNSMIL
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special envoy, Ghassan Salamé may be reluctant to take on such a
responsibility anymore. Finally, on 18 January a new special envoy
was chosen: the Slovakian Jan Kubis who has served as Special
Coordinator for Lebanon since 2019. He worked for a long time also
in Iraq and Afghanistan, gaining profound diplomatic experience.
It is clear that the Libyan file needs a robust change of strategy.
In the last ten years, Libyans, in every region of the country, have
been unable to achieve peace, plus they are armed to the teeth
and supported by foreign actors who have their own agendas. A
policy option which has not yet been explored is to deploy a UN
contingent, or even a Multinational Force and Observers, able
to defend the strategic infrastructures and Libyan citizens. A
contingent made of soldiers from different countries, which brings
order and support the disarmament process of militias and criminal
gangs that up to now the Libyans alone have yet completed.
Meanwhile, the three most important institutions (Libyan Central
Bank, National Oil Corporation and Libyan Investment Authority)
should be re-commissioned and definitively unified.
How to do this remains a complex problem, but it is certainly
necessary for the international community to admit the collective
failures that have occurred so far and to give a serious change
to the peace process that in Libya does not seem to be possible
through onlythe normal means of diplomacy.
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T

he relations of the European Union (EU) with Libya over the
last 30 years have been comparatively more difficult than
any other Northern African country. Following the ousting
of Gaddafi, European states were divided on the Libyan issue and
have since proceeded with no clear sense of direction. Divisions
among member states have resulted in an EU policy which can
be characterized as having been both incoherent and often
contradictory over the last ten years. However, there were some
limited periods in which EU countries reached a common stance
on Libya. In those years, Europe and its member states could assert
their influence in the field by sponsoring decisive steps toward
resolving the conflict only when united.
When looking at 2011, the EU did not take a firm stance when
protests erupted due to the divisions within the EU countries’
on the best strategy to respond to the ongoing events. On the
one side, the United Kingdom and France were quick to present
themselves as the revolution’s sponsors and offer them military
support to protect them from violent repression from Gaddafi.
Paris and London also pushed the US to join a military coalition
against Gaddafi. On the other, Italy and Germany were mostly
worried that providing military support to the protests would lead
to an escalation in the conflict and actively worked against such
a scenario. In such a context, the former EU foreign policy chief
Catherine Ashton’s opposed establishing a no-fly zone in Libya but
did not take a firm stance. Divisions also remained when some EU
countries decided to organise a military operation. While some
states, like Italy, decided to join the belligerents, others, such as
Germany, consistently argued against military intervention, which
was considered detrimental for the democratic transition of the
southern shore of the Mediterranean. In this period, EU institutions
were nowhere to be seen.
Following the end of the first Libyan civil war (2012-14), the EU
started to provide humanitarian assistance while also establishing
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a channel of dialogue with the new Libyan authority. The EU
continued supporting its humanitarian effort through the ENPI
budget (European Neighborhood Policy financial Instrument).
However, the EU institution did not involve the new Libyan
government in a comprehensive cooperation plan, similar to that
established with Tunisia and Morocco. In this phase, European
states lost interest in the Libyan crisis, and Europe did too little to
support an effective state-building process. In December 2012,
the EU approved a package of only 25 million euro to help develop
three sectors: education and training, the health system, and the
civil society culture in the security and justice sector. The funding
was not even close to enough for a country plagued by conflict
and moreover was offered too late, as the conflict had effectively
ended more than a year before its approval.
In the absence of strong political institutions, the situation worsened
in 2014 due to increasing tension and political polarisation between
‘Islamists’ and ‘secularists’. The two camps led to Khalifa Haftar
emerging as one of the critical military and political players. Haftar
gradually gained strength and influence in the aftermath of the
so-called ‘operation dignity’, which aimed at eradicating ‘terrorist
groups’ from Benghazi. In this situation, the EU finally achieved a
community of intents among its members. A united Europe obtained
its first tangible success in Libya, promoting a conciliation effort,
led by the UN special representatives Bernardino Leon and Martin
Kobler, that conveyed in the Shkirat agreement in December 2015.
France, Germany, Italy, the UK worked on the same track by setting
up informal groups with Libyan players to advance the negotiations.
These countries diplomatically supported the initiative, releasing
periodical’ joint statements’ to back the UN mediation and Fayez
al-Sarraj’s led General National Accord (GNA). Once again, the unity
of intent within EU members was a critical factor in forming the
GNA as the Libyan government›s official political representative.
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However, the European unity of intents did not last long. In
2015, the Shkirat agreement remained only on paper, as the
Tobruk-based House of Representatives (HoR) did not follow
the document’s prescription. The result was a period of semianarchy and a general lack of trust among people in the political
system. External actors exploited the situation by siding with one
of the two main camps. The new situation on the ground led to
European countries breaking the common front. France provided
political support for the HoR, while o Italy backed the GNA: While
the European Union maintained its rhetoric of unity and solidarity,
conflicting national interest, left them paralysed. The new scenario
made it significantly more difficult for the EU to undertake an
effective process Libyan reconciliation.In the following years (20152019), each main European country advances its interests in Libya
independently. Italy focused on pursuing its goal of containing the
migration through bilateral agreements by signing an agreement
to combat traffickering organisations, strengthening Libya’s border
controls, and preventing migrants from setting off from Libya’s
coast. Despite officially endorsing the UN mediation, France
supported Khalifa Haftar as part of its commitment to fight against
radical Islamists, following IS’s attacks in France, and to preserve its
energetic interests in Cyrenaica. Other EU states were less focused
on the country, which became the battleground of a regional
proxy war which increasingly involved several countries of the
MENA region, including Turkey and Egypt.
In 2019, the European countries regained some unity through
German initiative which supported the Berlin conference. The
approach consisted of supporting a negotiated solution to the
conflict by sitting all the main foreign actors involved in Libya at
the same table. The Berlin initiative allowed the EU to work more
constructively in mediating the crisis. Following the initiative, the
bloc emerged more aligned on Libyan than had previously been
the case.
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For the time being, the main EU member states share some
common interests, namely settling a peaceful negotiation for the
country and reducing the influence of not-European actors. The EU
should take advantage of the new political environment, by taking
decisive steps towards addressing the Libya situation effectively.
A united and coordinated EU effort should help contain the
growing Russian And Turkish presence in Libya, and limit Ankara’s
in the Eastern Mediterranean. Besides, Europe should set a few
new priorities in its political stance towards Libya, namely reducing
external military support to local factions as a way to ensure that
local actors respect the current truce. Moreover, the EU can
now strengthen local governance, helping its member states
preserve their interests. For example, providing support in setting
a functioning and democratic state can support efforts to contain
the flow of migrants, setting up a clear legislative framework that
ensures the dignified treatment of asylum-seekers. Europe can also
work for the Libyan energy industry’s reactivation by reopening oil
wells in Libya. Finally, Europe can contribute to the much-needed
reform of the security sector over the long run. For these goals to
be achieved, it is imperative detrimental that the EU member states
maintain the common front for the years to come.

United We Should Stand: Europe and the Libyan Quagmire

| 40

Egypt Ten Years Later: What Kind of "Spring"?

| 41

