
POLICY OUTLOOK

DISCUSSION PAPER

Turkey’s Strategy 
in Libya: Rationale and 

Challenges
Ferhat Polat

POLICY OUTLOOK

This policy outlook discusses the trajectory of Turkey’s engagement with Libya and examines the latest 
developments on the ground, delineating Turkey’s motivations for its intial and continued support to the 

UN-backed Government of National Accord (GNA). It contextualises the Turkey-Libya maritime agreement, 
arguing that the deal represents a game-changer with important political consequences for the region.  
It also contextualises of Turkey’s recent military actions in Libya as part of a larger effort to preserve its 

interests in the Eastern Mediterranean.
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Introduction
Libya has been mired in turmoil following the ousting of 
long-time ruler Muammar Gaddafi in 2011. The overthrow 
of Gaddafi’s regime failed to establish stable political 
structures. The country steadily fell into conflict fuelled 
both by internal contradictions underlying the rivalry of 
various political-military forces, and foreign intervention 
by regional and international actors seeking their own 
commercial and political-strategic interests.

The Government of National Accord (GNA) came into 
being following a United Nations-brokered deal in 2015. 
The settlement was aimed at transcending the country’s 
political divide after the eruption of civil war in mid-2014 
had put an end to the transitional process that followed 
the downfall of Gaddafi. The reconciliation process was 
arranged under the sponsorships of the U.N. and not only 
had the support of the Western powers but also the en-
dorsement of the U.N. Security Council (UNSC). 

In April 2019, warlord Khalifa Haftar and his self-declared 
‘Libyan National Army’ (LNA), moved to seize the capital 
Tripoli from the U.N.- backed GNA. The war has displaced 
over 200,000 people and has led to some of the bloodiest 
military battles the country has experienced in years.

On January 2, 2020, Turkey’s Parliament approved a gov-
ernment proposal to deploy troops to Libya to support 
the internationally recognised government in Tripoli. 
Faced with another assault on Tripoli, the GNA requested 
help from the United States, Britain, Italy, Algeria and Tur-
key to help them defend their positions. 

In practical terms, it would appear as though only Turkey 
responded with tangible assistance. Ankara has stepped 
up its attempts to provide substantial military aid to the 
GNA, including armed drones and air defence systems, 
which have shifted the balance on the ground. 

Turkey’s Interests in 
Libya
In the aftermath of the 2011 uprising, Libya was trans-
formed into a battleground of regional and international 
competition. As a result, Libya’s hoped-for democratic 
transition has faced significant obstacles originating both 
from inside and outside the country. 

Ankara has been following an approach based on diplo-
macy and an increase in economic and trade activities.  
Turkey has various interests in Libya, however, the main 
reasons for Turkey’s involvement include preserving its 

economic and geostrategic interests in the country and 
the Eastern Mediterranean. The Turkish government has 
concerns that the Libyan civil war could have a spill-over 
effect, leading to protracted instability, and providing an-
ti-Turkey forces with more leverage in the region. As a re-
sult, Ankara has sought to prevent Libya from falling un-
der the sway of the UAE, Egypt, Russia and France which 
could put Turkey’s geostrategic and economic interests 
in the region at risk. 

Turkey has supported the UN-backed government in 
order to rebalance the situation on the ground with the 
hope of bringing an end the Libyan conflict and open a 
space for the Libyans to come to an agreement among 
themselves by curtailing foreign drivers of instability in 
the country. Turkey also seeks to preserve both Turkey’s 
and Libya’s rights and interests in the eastern Mediterra-
nean waters. The Turkey- Libya maritime agreement ena-
bles both countries to increase their respective maritime 
zones. Former Chief of Staff of the Turkish Navy, Admi-
ral Cihat Yayci claimed, in the context of ‘Mavi Vatan’ or  
Blue Homeland, that Turkey has rights to a 145,000 km2  
area in the Mediterranean with its EEZ. Thanks to the Tur-
key-Libya deal, that area has now expanded to an area of 
189,000 km2. By signing this agreement, Libya’s maritime 
jurisdiction has expanded to the territorial waters of the 
island of Girit. According to the former admiral, if Leba-
non, Israel and Egypt sign an EEZ agreement with Tur-
key instead of the GCA, they too would expand be able to 
expand their territorial claims. Spokesman of the Turkish 
President Ibrahim Kalin was reported to have said that 
Turkey has received information from different sources 
including official channels that Egypt was actually “very 
happy” with Turkey- Libya maritime agreement. 

Turkey has stepped up its diplomatic representation in 
Africa over the past few years and bilateral trade with 
African countries has expanded considerably.  Since the 
AK party came in power in 2002, Africa has come to be 
seen as a necessary security partner for Turkey, reflected 
in the signing of military, security and defence deals with 
over 25 African countries and establishing special secu-

The Second Ministerial Review Conference of the African Union – 
Turkey Partnership, 12 February 2018, İstanbul  - Serhat Çağdaş - 
Anadolu Agency

https://www.jstor.org/tc/accept?origin=%2Fstable%2Fpdf%2F26661992.pdf%3Fab_segments%3D0%252Fbasic_SYC-4946%252Fcontrol&is_image=False
https://www.jstor.org/tc/accept?origin=%2Fstable%2Fpdf%2F26661992.pdf%3Fab_segments%3D0%252Fbasic_SYC-4946%252Fcontrol&is_image=False
https://threader.app/thread/1227648367318241281
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/dec/20/libyan-government-activates-cooperation-accord-with-turkey
https://www.kirmizikedi.com/kitap/urun/8964e324a48e4f638d86a09c8a920428
https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/kalin-misak-i-milli-sinirlarinin-guvenligi-sinirlarin-otesinde-baslar-41408298
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10246029.2018.1550429?forwardService=showFullText&tokenAccess=DPvMTvWZB3xugFAwMuyF&tokenDomain=eprints&doi=10.1080%2F10246029.2018.1550429&doi=10.1080%2F10246029.2018.1550429&journalCode=rasr20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10246029.2018.1550429?forwardService=showFullText&tokenAccess=DPvMTvWZB3xugFAwMuyF&tokenDomain=eprints&doi=10.1080%2F10246029.2018.1550429&doi=10.1080%2F10246029.2018.1550429&journalCode=rasr20
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rity partnerships with the strategically important African 
states. For instance, Turkey recently signed a military co-
operation deal with Niger intending to secure a partner-
ship against potential spill-over of instability from Libya 
to West Africa. 

In Libya, Ankara’s persistence and assertiveness have in-
creased Turkey’s influence in Algiers and Tunis and the 
prospect of a permanent Turkish military presence in Lib-
ya supports Turkey’s ambitions to become a significant 
power in North Africa with a view of securing its strategic 
and commercial gains in the region. Between 2010 and 
2016, Turkey opened 26 embassies in Africa and Turkey’s 
presence in Libya now serves as a platform from which 
Ankara can improve its successful effort to extend Tur-
key’s economic and political presence across the conti-
nent1. As a consequence, concerns have been raised in 
key regional and international capitals, including in Abu 
Dhabi, Cairo, Paris, Beijing and Moscow. 

For Mehmet Çelik, Managing Editor at Daily Sabah, “ge-
opolitical interests play a role in the making of Ankara’s 
Libya policy. Ankara’s geostrategic interests, in the long 
run, are mainly economic in nature. Therefore, Turkey 
has tried to restore its economic relationship with Libya 
by supporting stability and the establishment of a central 
government. In addition to that, Ankara has been trying 
to prevent Libya from being controlled by the UAE, Egypt 
and France, which may harm to Turkey’s interests not 
only in Libya itself but also in the region and the Eastern 
Mediterranean.”  

Turkey’s position in Libya can thus be seen as an exten-
sion of its presence in Africa, which in turn is parts of a 
more general strategy to position Turkey as a global play-
er in several domains, including the construction and 
defence industries. Libya represents not only the gate to 
Africa but is also a very valuable market in and of itself. 
The fact that Turkey had somewhere between $19 and 
$25 billion worth of contracts in Libya when the 2011 up-
rising broke out indicates the scale of commercial inter-
ests at stake. 

Maritime and 
Security Agreements  
In November 2019, Turkey and the GNA signed two sepa-
rate memorandums of understanding (MoU), one on mil-
itary cooperation and the other on maritime boundaries 
in the Eastern Mediterranean. For Turkey, success in Lib-

ya issue would represent a significant step forward in its 
attempts to secure its interests in the eastern Mediterra-
nean. Greece, Egypt, Israel and the Greek Cypriot Admin-
istration (GCA) have signed maritime agreements to de-
limitate their respective Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) 
in the eastern Mediterranean to the exclusion of Turkey. 
Furthermore, Greece, Egypt and Israel have formed a con-
sortium, through which they have built up the EastMed 
pipeline project, intending to bring newly discovered gas 
reserves from the Eastern Mediterranean to southern Eu-
rope.  The pipeline passes through Turkey’s EEZs, howev-
er, Ankara was not consulted on the implementation of 
the project, prompting the Turkish government to form 
its own strategy to block the EastMed project by reaching 
an agreement with Libya’s Tripoli-based GNA. 

Regarding the agreement, Turkish President Recep Tayy-
ip Erdogan stated that “through this deal, we have taken 
a rightful step within the framework of international law 
against the stances imposed by Greece and the Greek 
Cypriot Administration, opposing the claims of maritime 
jurisdictions aiming to confine our country to the Gulf of 
Antalya”. 

Turkey had long sought a maritime deal as a means of 
preserving its rights in the Eastern Mediterranean. Thus, 
for more than a decade, Ankara has sought maritime 
boundary delimitation agreements with Libya and Egypt. 
However, the 2011 uprising in Libya put these plans on 
hold. In this regard, Turkish President Erdogan said that a 
step was taken on the issue long ago, could not proceed 
due to then Libyan leader Muammar Gaddafi’s death.

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu and Energy 
Minister Fatih Dönmez stressed that Turkey’s action in 
the Eastern Mediterranean region was reinforced by the 
registration of the Turkey-Libya deal. “As we always say, 
as we will neither be unfair to anybody nor abandon our 

1 	 The countries who have defence and security deals with Turkey are as follows: Tunisia, Libya, Algeria, Benin, Gabon, Gambia, Cote D’Ivoire, Ghana, Senegal, 
Chad, Mali, Congo, Niger, Nigeria, Cameroon, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia, Somalia, Djibouti, Uganda, Zambia, Sudan, Ethiopia, Tanzania, 
Rwanda, Kenya, Madagascar.

Metin Aktaş - Anadolu Agency

https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20200725-analysis-turkey-forges-military-pact-with-niger-libyas-neighbour/
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2019/03/07/the-new-scramble-for-africa
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-libya-eastmed-tensions-explain/turkey-libya-maritime-deal-rattles-east-mediterranean-idUSKBN1YT0JK
https://www.trtworld.com/magazine/gas-reserves-in-the-eastern-mediterranean-are-fostering-division-why-21247
https://www.neweurope.eu/article/greece-cyprus-israel-eastmed-gas-pipeline-reaches-washington/
https://www.neweurope.eu/article/greece-cyprus-israel-eastmed-gas-pipeline-reaches-washington/
https://www.trtworld.com/turkey/why-did-turkey-sign-a-maritime-deal-with-libya-32064
https://www.iletisim.gov.tr/turkce/Haberler/detay/cumhurbaskani-erdogan-libya-anlasmasi-ile-turkiye-uluslararasi-hukuktan-kaynaklanan-haklarini-korumaktaki-kararliligini-dunya-kamuoyu-nezdinde-acikca-gostermistir
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/politics/libya-deal-shows-turkey-determined-to-protect-rights/1668781
https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/un-registers-turkey-libya-maritime-deal-158771
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10246029.2018.1550429?forwardService=showFullText&tokenAccess=DPvMTvWZB3xugFAwMuyF&tokenDomain=eprints&doi=10.1080%2F10246029.2018.1550429&doi=10.1080%2F10246029.2018.1550429&journalCode=rasr20
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rights.” The agreement is not only crucial for advancing 
research activities, but also for geopolitical and strategic 
reasons. 

Turkey regards the maritime agreement with Libya as a 
way to effectively fence off disputed areas of the Eastern 
Mediterranean and possibly prevent other countries from 
taking advantage of the region’s resources without con-
sulting with or including Turkey in the process. In other 
words, the agreement, regarded as a game-changer for 
the region, has become a means for Turkey to push back 
against attempts to isolate it in the Eastern Mediterrane-
an. 

Furthermore, Ankara does not want energy exporters 
such as Egypt and Israel to increase leverage over Turkey, 
a net energy importer and transit state. According to the 
U.S. Geological Survey, the Eastern Mediterranean con-
tains natural gas worth approximately $700 billion. Ac-
cording to a Financial Times report, energy imports are 
the most important component of Turkey’s chronic cur-
rent account deficit, which has been a persistent source 
of financial instability for the country over the past ten 
years. For instance, last year alone Turkey’s energy im-
port bill stood at $41 billion. Thus, acquiring a degree of 
energy independence has been a critical objective of the 
Turkish government. 

Libya has come to feature prominently in the Turkish ef-
fort to secure its position in the Eastern Mediterranean. 
According to Anadolu Agency’s Enes Canlı, “the events 
of 2019, Haftar’s attack to capture the capital and interna-
tional support or indifference obliged Turkey to assume a 
more active role in Libya. One of the most vital strategic 
interest for Turkey in Libya is the Memorandum of Un-
derstanding (MOU) signed with the Libyan government 
ratified by U.N., which stipulates the demarcation of sea 
borders between Libya-Turkey in the Mediterranean. 
This agreement is the event that increased the attention 
of regional players to the Libyan crisis. Libya has become 
a new zero-sum game for regional actors. Turkey’s ab-
stention from Libya would have meant anti-Turkey forces 
such as UAE and France filling the vacuum right away”.

The Libya deal represents a turning point that will have a 
significant impact on the energy geopolitics of the East-
ern Mediterranean for years to come. The maritime deal 
is a clear signal to other coastal states in the region that 
the gas game will not be played without Ankara’s consent. 

İlker Sezer, an editor at Hürriyet newspaper’s foreign 
desk, told TRT World Research Centre that “Turkey has 
well-defined security and economic interests in Libya. 
Turkey has observed many countries in the region build-
ing alliances based on an anti-Turkish agenda and rhet-
oric. We can take the East Med Gas Forum as a clear ex-

ample. Many countries came together to exclude Turkey 
from the region’s energy reserves and energy infrastruc-
ture projects. Any state would have regarded it hostile. To 
confront the anti-Turkish stance in the East Mediterrane-
an, Turkey was able to convince Libya for a maritime bor-
der deal that it was seeking even during the Gaddafi era. 
We can safely say that Turkey prevented another country 
from joining the anti-Turkish alliance. Apart from that, 
Turkey wants to play a role in the Libyan economy and 
build strategic military ties with Libya, which may be vital 
for the future of Turkey’s military and energy companies”. 

Military Dynamics 
The war in Libya has claimed the lives of tens of thou-

sands and increased instability in North Africa and the 

Sahel.   The civil war, which broke out after the remov-

al of Muammar Gaddafi in 2011, culminated in the April 

2019 attempt by Khalifa Haftar and the LNA to seize Trip-

oli, the capital of Libya and the seat of the international-

ly recognised government.  The war has displaced over 

200,000 people and caused some of the bloodiest battles 

the country has seen in years. While the humanitarian 

situation worsened, no clear military gains emerged for 

Haftar’s forces. 

Countries, including the UAE, Egypt, Russia and France 

have long supported Haftar financially and militarily. 

Without these foreign actors, Haftar’s LNA, a ragtag of dif-

ferent militias and mercenary groups, could not sustain 

its operations.

In the face of Haftar’s offensive on Tripoli, Turkey has pro-

vided tangible support to the GNA. It should be said first 

that the Turkish military support to the legitimate govern-

ment in Tripoli appears to be reactive rather than part of 

a previously prepared strategic plan. As discussed above, 

Turkey’s position in Libya can be linked with its broader 

efforts in Africa and its efforts to push back against at-

tempts to isolate in the Eastern Mediterranean. However, 

for Turkey, the fight has never been an ideological one, 

as can be seen from the fact that Turkey has been trying 

to strike a maritime deal with the country since Gaddafi’s 

time. With the outbreak of civil war following Gaddafi’s 

ouster in 2011, Turkey concentrated its efforts in Libya 

on reaching a lasting ceasefire between Libya’s warring 

sides while trying to safeguard a fragile military balance 

on the ground. However, after Haftar rejected a ceasefire 

deal brokered by Russia and Turkey in January, Ankara 

ceased its attempts to persuade him to end his offensive. 

As a result, Turkey stepped up military and logistical sup-

port for the GNA. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-libya-eastmed-tensions-explain-idUSKBN1YT0JK
https://www.voanews.com/extremism-watch/why-turkey-involved-libyan-conflict
https://www.ft.com/content/3c3d1600-1001-4239-9f97-c65ec94e8ac5
https://www.haaretz.com/middle-east-news/turkey/.premium-erdogan-angry-at-nato-is-putting-turkey-in-a-good-bargaining-position-1.8201687
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The arrival of Russian mercenaries and air support from 

the UAE have exacerbated the conflict. The UAE has re-

portedly made over 150 flights to regions controlled by 

Haftar, mostly in eastern Libya, between January and 

April to deliver military equipment to Haftar’s forces.  

Weapons from the UAE have contributed to a massive 

arms build-up in Libya. As a consequence, Turkey raised 

the level of its involvement considerably in an attempt to 

slow the advance of Haftar’s military coalition. Further-

more, with Haftar’s offensive on the capital, Turkey was 

concerned that the UAE, Egypt and France were seeking 

to create a fait accompli that would freeze Ankara not 

only out of Libya but also the wider region.

As mentioned, in November 2019 Turkey and the GNA 

signed a military memorandum of understanding. Con-

trary to other foreign players operating covertly in Libya, 

the Turkish Parliament openly voted to approve a one-

year mandate for military support to the GNA, and in Jan-

uary 2020, Turkey announced it was deploying troops in 

the country.  The security and military cooperation agree-

ment allowed Turkey to send military advisers to help co-

ordinate the GNA’s war efforts and train local forces. 

Turkey has also provided crucial military equipment in-

cluding armed drones.  Air defence systems have also 

been installed at the Tripoli and Misrata airports, provi-

sioned with Turkish technicians to operate them and train 

GNA forces in their use.  Turkey’s deployment of airpower 

and efficient use of drones contributed have greatly to its 

military success in Libya. 

In this regard, Turkey’s defence minister, Hulusi Akar, 

stated that “the Turkish army’s training and guidance 

contributed “very significantly” to the recent military suc-

cess of Libya’s U.N.-backed Government of National Ac-

cord (GNA)”.  

Turkish support for GNA forces has changed the dy-

namics in the country and transformed the course of the 

battle, leading to the retreat of Haftar’s LNA from major 

western coastal cities, Tripoli, the al-Watiya airbase, and 

the city of Tarhuna. 

For Mehmet Çelik, “the Turkish military role supporting 

the internationally recognised government in Tripoli in-

creased after Haftar attacked the capital in April 2019. An-

kara’s military support allowed Tripoli to “restore balance” 

in Libya. The UN-backed government welcomed Turkey’s 

military support as a life jacket that has saved them from 

Haftar’s LNA artillery attacks are relentless and ruthless, 

designed to harass Tripoli’s innocent residents indiscrim-

inately.” 

A few months later, the Turkish military venture paid off. 

Haftar’s LNA quickly unravelled, and its different militias 

and mercenaries retreated from western Libya. 

For Enes Canli “Turkey has proven its significance in Lib-

ya with the events of 2020. The dialogue environment 

for Libya achieved today has only become available by 

way of the Turkish role in pushing Haftar from the gates 

of the capital. Turkey’s standing with the GNA and repel-

ling of Haftar from the west of Libya has led to a balance 

of power in Libya, which paved the way for cessation of 

hostilities and the consequent dialogue. Turkey is the 

only official [international] actor in Libya. We know many 

other foreign actors are active on Libyan soil, but they 

have to run their operations in a clandestine way and be-

hind a veil of deniability. Such a covert approach limits 

the scope of their activities in Libya. Turkey, on the oth-

er hand,  has signed a security and military cooperation 

MOU with GNA”.

Reportedly, Turkey and the GNA are discussing possible 

Turkish use of two military bases in Libya: the Misrata na-

val base and the al-Watiya airbase, which were recently 

retaken by forces loyal to the GNA. This suggests that Tur-

key would like to operationalise both air and naval bases 

as swiftly as possible in order to prevent any potential 

counter-attacks from the East. 

Since the military agreement was ratified with Libya, Tur-

key began sharing its military resources and experience 

with the GNA by training Libyan forces. Recently, the 

defence ministers of Turkey and Qatar agreed with Lib-

ya’s GNA to provide resources for military training and to 

send consultants and military personnel to the country. 

Turkey will reportedly set up and run a military academy 

to train officers for the GNA with the aim of transforming 

GNA-allied militias into a standing army. 

In September 2020, Libya’s Defence Minister Salah Ed-

dine al-Namrush stated that both countries have begun 

to implement programmes, which include the restructur-

Baykar - Anadolu Agency

https://english.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2020/9/30/uae-weapon-deliveries-to-haftar-escalated-since-arms-embargo
https://english.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2020/9/30/uae-weapon-deliveries-to-haftar-escalated-since-arms-embargo
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-turkey/turkey-to-back-libya-deployment-bill-but-troops-unlikely-for-now-idUSKBN1Z10UN
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2019/12/turkey-is-libya-becoming-ankaras-second-syria.html
https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkish-military-gamechanger-in-libya-minister-155681
https://www.nytimes.com/aponline/2020/04/17/world/middleeast/ap-ml-libya-.html
https://www.dailysabah.com/politics/turkey-in-talks-with-libyan-govt-to-use-misrata-al-watiya-military-bases/news
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/turkey-libya-qatar-agree-to-ink-military-deal/1944893
https://www.dailysabah.com/politics/libya-starts-implementing-joint-military-programs-with-turkey-defense-minister-says/news
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ing of the armed forces, air defences, counterterrorism 

units, special operations units and the naval forces. Most 

recently, the Turkish Navy has started a six-week training 

course for Libyan Navy diving personnel.

The Turkey – 
Libya Partnership: 
Strategic Gains  
The relationship between Libya and Turkey has histori-
cally been based on mutual interests, as the two countries 
have important and longstanding economic and political 
relationships in addition to deep-rooted and longstand-
ing historical and cultural bonds.

The first strategic rapprochement between the two coun-
tries happened in 1974. Turkey’s diplomatic relations with 
Libya were enhanced following Libya’s support for the 
1974 Cyprus operation. Through a series of covert oper-
ations, Libya provided urgently needed military equip-
ment and materials that could not be procured owing 
to a US-imposed military embargo. Following this, Turk-
ish-Libyan commercial relations were significantly en-
hanced, particularly in the construction sector. 

The legal framework of commercial relations between 
Turkey and Libya was made up of the following: 

The construction sector has a special place in Turk-
ish-Libyan trade relations. Libya is among the first coun-
tries that Turkish contractors became active abroad. 
Beginning in the 1970s, Turkey gained a significant pres-
ence in the Libyan construction industry.

The trade agreements signed by both countries in the 
late 1970s provided the groundwork for this develop-
ment. During the first decade of the 2000s, Turkey won a 
big share of the lucrative construction contracts in Libya. 
In 2010, the two countries agreed to increase common in-

vestments in the fields of energy, small and medium-sized 
enterprises, technology, education, banking, transporta-
tion and agriculture. As a result, as many as 25,000 Turk-
ish citizens were employed and doing business in Libya 
by 2011. Turkish investors poured billions of dollars into 
the construction sector in Libya, and Turkish business 
firms were involved in over 300 contracts.

The troubles that followed Gaddafi’s downfall and the sub-
sequent civil war harmed Turkish commercial interests 
considerably, as there were a reported $19 to $25 billion 
in unpaid contractual obligations at the time of Gaddafi’s 
ouster. Thus, Ankara seems to have clear interests in the 
re-establishment and consolidation of the Libyan State to 
recover and further its political and economic interests.

Recently, Turkey and Libya signed a deal to boost trade 
and strengthen economic ties. The deal aims to resolve 
issues between Turkish firms and their Libyan counter-
parts after several Turkey-led construction projects in 
Libya had been stopped and companies were left with 
unpaid invoices. Al-Hadi Al-Taher Al-Juhaimi, Libya’s 
planning minister, stressed the importance of the deal for 
clearing up pending issues between Turkey and Libya.

Turkey could help the GNA to restore Libyan institutions 
once the country is stabilised as Turkish companies have 
had a great experience in helping to the development of 
the country including, energy, construction and aviation 
as likely fields of collaboration.

On 4 October 2020, Libya’s GNA and the Turkish govern-
ment met in Istanbul with strong representation on both 
sides.  During the meeting, Turkish President Erdogan 
stated that “Turkey would continue to stand in full soli-
darity with Libya and its sole legitimate representative, 
the Government of National Accord”. Both leaders also 

Source, Republic of Turkey Ministry of Trade and TUIK

Agreement on Economic Partnership and 
Trade 

1975

Partnership Agreement on Science and 
Technology 

1975

Trade and Financial Cooperation Agreement 1978

Partnership Protocol on Finance, Industry and 
Agriculture

1981

Trade Partnership Protocol 1981

Distribution of International 
Works by Country (1972 - 1979)

Kuwait
%4,71

Iran
%0,01

Greece
%0,06

Iraq
%7,25

Saudi Arabia
%15,45

Libya Saudi Arabia Iraq Kuwait Greece Iran

Libya
%72,52

Source, Ministry of Economy of Turkey

https://www.libyaobserver.ly/inbrief/turkey-trains-libyan-navy-personnel-al-khums
https://dergipark.org.tr/tr/pub/guvenlikstrtj/issue/7529/99176
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/320993906_Libya_and_Turkey's_expansion_policy_in_Africa
https://www.trtworld.com/opinion/the-trajectory-of-turkey-libya-relations-29413
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/turkey-libya-ink-deal-to-boost-trade-economic-ties/1940261
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/turkey-libya-ink-deal-to-boost-trade-economic-ties/1940261
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/turkish-president-receives-libyan-premier-in-istanbul/1995392
https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkish-president-meets-libyan-pm-in-istanbul-158841
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agreed to boost cooperation in security, defence, eco-
nomic and investment fields.

According to İlker Sezer, “Turkey proved its significance 
when it helped the GNA push Haftar out of Tripoli. How-
ever, Turkey’s support for Libya is much more than mil-
itary help. In case there is a political settlement for the 
Libyan crisis, Turkey’s role in helping Libya to restruc-
ture its economy and political system will be more clear 
and easier to observe. Libya wants to get rid of the huge 
public sector, create employment for the private sector 
and slowly turn Libya’s highly subsidized economy into 
a free market. Turkey and Libya are developing projects 
for this aim. There are also energy partnership prospects 
between both countries. These facts prove that Turkey’s 
role in Libya is likely to increase over time”.

In March 2020, the Turkey–Libya Business Council an-
nounced plans to negotiate $120 billion in reconstruc-
tion contracts with Libya. Murtaza Karanfil, chairman of 
the Turkey-Libya Council of the Foreign Economic Re-
lations Board of Turkey (DEIK), stated that “there is a call 
from Libya in this direction and Libya was undergoing a 
reconstruction process and that there were major oppor-
tunities in all of the country’s sectors”, adding that “during 
the reconstruction process, houses, public buildings and 
roads will be rebuilt in Libya”.

The first Turkish–Libyan Economic Forum was launched 
in Istanbul with participation by a group of institutions 
and businessmen from both countries. The forum seeks 
to improve commercial relations between the two coun-
tries by setting up many new projects in Libya, principally 
in the infrastructure, construction, education, energy and 
health fields.

The construction sector has a prominent place in Turk-
ish-Libyan business relations. Libya is among the first 
states that Turkish contractors became active overseas. 
Beginning in the 1970s, Turkey reached a notable pres-
ence in the Libyan construction industry.

Turkey’s trade relations with Libya are not restricted to 
the construction sector. The cooperation in the oil and 
gas sector has also expanded notably after the two coun-
tries in late 2019 signed a pact on maritime borders in the 
Eastern Mediterranean.

According to the head of the Foreign Economic Relations 
Board (DEIK) Turkey-Libya Business Council, “Libyan au-
thorities have invited Turkish gas and oil companies to 
Libya […]Turkish energy companies did not get an ad-
equate share of oil and gas reserves in the country and 
should receive a higher share”. As a result, reportedly, 
35 Turkish firms together with officials from the Libyan 
Council for Oil and Gas, with an agreement on oil and gas 
explorations looking to be signed shortly. 

Libya has unique advantages as an oil producer, and its 
reserves remain vital. With over 48 billion barrels, the 
deposit is Africa’s largest. Oil is the heart of the Libyan 
economy and the country’s principal source of revenue. 
Libyan oil is also easy to extract, and the installation of 
production and transport infrastructure has historically 
been straightforward, providing the oil-rich hinterland 
with links to several specific export terminals on the more 
inhabited coast. This pipeline structure is vast, meaning 
the capacity exists for a considerable extension of pro-
duction when it becomes available. 

Recently, Turkish Industry and Technology Minister 
Mustafa Varank and Libyan Central Bank Governor Sad-
dek Omar El Kaber and the Libyan Investment Authority 
(LIA) Chairman Dr Ali Mahmoud also signed an econo-
my, technology cooperation protocol. Turkish Minister 
Varank stated that “so far a higher level of cooperation 
has been achieved in political and military cooperation, 
but now it is time to boost economic cooperation as well”. 

Both countries could seek joint projects in the fields of 
investment, entrepreneurship and technology develop-
ment. According to İlker Sezer, “Turkish President Erdo-
gan signalled that Turkey could help Libya in state re-
structuring. This endeavour includes disbanding militia 
groups, strengthening the central authority, and building 
a healthy banking and finance system to build a diversi-
fied, non-subsidised and productive economy. Libya will 
decide on the peace process and political settlement. 
What Turkey needs is a friendly, trustable and stable gov-
ernment”. 

Dynamics between Turkey and Libya concerning the 
economy, diplomacy and military relations are expected 
to grow further in the coming months.

Turkey-Libya Foreign Trade 
Volume (million USD) between 2010 and 2018
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https://www.aa.com.tr/en/economy/turkey-eyes-120b-investment-potential-in-libya/1755932
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/economy/turkey-eyes-120b-investment-potential-in-libya/1755932
https://www.libyaobserver.ly/economy/turkish%E2%80%93libyan-economic-forum-begins-istanbul
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-turkey-idUSKBN26P0Z3
https://www.dailysabah.com/business/energy/libya-calls-for-turkish-energy-firms-to-take-larger-share-of-natural-gas-reserves
https://www.dailysabah.com/business/energy/libya-calls-for-turkish-energy-firms-to-take-larger-share-of-natural-gas-reserves
https://www.apicorp.org/Research/EnergyReseach/2018/APICORP_Energy_Research_V03_N14_2018.pdf
https://www.dailysabah.com/business/economy/turkish-libyan-officials-sign-economy-technology-cooperation-protocol
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Peace Talks and 
Potential Challenges  
Libya’s rival sides recently reached a permanent ceasefire 
agreement, a pact that the UN described as an important 
turning point toward peace and stability in Libya. How-
ever, the situation remains fragile, particularly in Sirte, a 
key city in Libya’s ‘oil crescent’ region, which accounts 
for 60% of Libya’s oil exports.  The ceasefire agreement 
is viewed as a move toward broader political talks and a 
potential way out of the conflict. However, the threat of 
renewed conflict remains. 

Haftar has been played the role of spoiler over the last 
two-three years, repeatedly breaking ceasefire agree-
ments put forward by the international community. For 
instance, on 19 January 2020,  world leaders attended the 
Libya peace summit in Berlin in an attempt to restore sta-
bility and peace to Libya. During the summit,  Haftar and 
Prime Minister Sarraj agreed to hold talks on a permanent 
ceasefire, however, the day following the summit, forces 
loyal to Haftar violated the cease-fire, firing mortar shells 
on southern areas of the capital. Reportedly, Haftar’s LNA 
has violated the ceasefire agreement four times since it 
was declared in August. 

Turkey’s determination to be more involved in Libya has 
created a new momentum for peace and given some life 
to the nearly dead UN-led political agreement. Turkey has 
long supported the UN-backed GNA diplomatically, eco-
nomically and militarily. There are very few international 
players that have given the same level of assistance to the 
UN-backed government. 

In Enes’s opinion “Turkey is very flexible in terms of an 
endgame in Libya and proved this with its approach to 
recent dialogue efforts. Regarding Turkish officialdom, 
as long as there is dialogue and agreed upon transitions, 
Turkey is ready to grant its blessing for such a process 
[…] It is too early to talk about peace in Libya. First, there 
needs to be a permanent ceasefire agreement on which 
the belligerent parties are signatory. Meanwhile, Turkey is 
increasing the engagement with regional countries that 
have similar approaches to Libya”.

For İlker Sezer, “many Western pundits commenting about 
Turkey’s diplomatic role in Libya argue that although Tur-
key had a significant military win against Haftar, its diplo-
matic influence remains very weak. Many say that Turkey 
does not have enough power in controlling the GNA and 
does not have a strong say to prevent political rifts inside 
Tripoli. Those comments are misleading since Turkey’s 
aim has not been to create a satellite state. Turkey sees the 
GNA as a multi-dimensional, strategic partner with which 
Turkey can develop mutual economic interests and break 

the chain of anti-Turkish alliances. However, the danger 
of the increasing disputes inside Tripoli may change Tur-
key’s role in the country”.

In the past few months, Haftar’s backers in Egypt and 
Russia have been reaching out to other Libyan political 
leaders, the most notable of which is the aforementioned 
Aguila Saleh. Haftar’s losses in western Libya have caused 
fractures within his eastern camp. His recent rejection of 
the political settlement and dismissal of the ceasefire an-
nouncement seems to have angered many of his politi-
cal allies, including Aguila Saleh, leader of a rival parlia-
ment in eastern Libya. Thus, Saleh is increasingly being 
viewed as the new political representative from eastern 
Libya with regards to negotiations with the  GNA.  As a 
result, Haftar seems to no longer enjoy the lead role he 
previously had. However, Haftar may try to stay on in a 
military capacity. Thus, he may still have enough mili-
tary power to spoil ongoing peace negations. However, it 
would appear as though he has very little foreign support 
left. The Egyptians and Russians seem to view Haftar in a 
less favourable than before, while he retains key support 
from the UAE. 

For Samuel Ramani, a researcher at the University of Ox-
ford’s Department of Politics and International Relations, 
“despite Turkey’s successful military campaign and po-
tential to profit from a diplomatic resolution to the Libyan 
war, the LNA’s partners continue to dominate diplomatic 
proceedings in Libya and create barriers for Turkey’s en-
try as an arbiter”.  

The GNA is consolidating its position in the west as Tur-
key attempts to reform Libya’s militia-based security sec-
tor. For Enes, “Turkey has more space and scope to pursue 
its activities in Libya than the rest of the de facto actors. 
Nevertheless, there are many constraints for Turkish as-
pirations in Libya. First and foremost, the GNA camp is 
showing signs of division among its ranks. Hence, Turkey 
is trying to unite these ranks under an umbrella with one 
chain of command, taking orders from the political au-
thority. However, this is a very difficult and long-term task 
and very hard to manage in an environment of instability”.

Conclusion   
Turkey came to the assistance of the GNA in a moment 
of need. At the same time, others have failed to give prac-
tical support to the GNA, despite their official stances of 
recognising it as the legitimate government entity. As a 
result, Turkey has become the GNA’s most reliable sup-
porter against Haftar and his backers. Turkey has become 
a key factor in Libya internally and also on a global stage.

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/10/23/un-says-libya-sides-reach-permanent-ceasefire-deal
https://www.dw.com/en/germany-silent-mediator-of-peace-efforts-around-the-world/a-52054663
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/1/19/libya-summit-participants-agree-to-respect-arms-embargo
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/libya-khalifa-haftar-militia-violates-cease-fire/1708715
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/haftar-continues-to-violate-libyan-ceasefire/1966048
https://rusi.org/sites/default/files/ramani_web.pdf
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Turkey has turned the tide in the war. Since June 2020, 
Turkey has also been trying to increase its diplomatic ac-
tivities.  This increase is meant to capitalise on the gains 
that have resulted from the use of hard power. There 
appears to be a transition from hard power to smart di-
plomacy in a way that is engaging with NATO countries 
including Italy, Malta and the US, as well as interested 
regional countries, to consolidate the security situation 
in the country. These efforts, spearheaded by the Libyan 
Political Dialogue Forum, could potentially pave the way 
for a permanent solution to the conflict as well as new 
elections. 

The deepening anti-Turkey positions of France the UAE 
and Egypt in the region could continue to inform their 
policy towards Libya, and they might take steps that could 
undermine the current ceasefire in the hopes of limiting 
Turkey’s role in the country. Therefore, their actions in the 
coming weeks and months will be the key issue to watch. 

Turkey now seeks to transition its military victories into 
strategic and geopolitical gains. For instance, Turkey 
and the UN-backed GNA are continuing with a military 
build-up. As a result, the operational capacity of the GNA 
has improved. Furthermore, Turkey will continue to train 
GNA forces to act as an army. At the same time, there has 
a technological advantage that has been provided by 
Turkish weaponry supplied to the GNA. In the commer-
cial and energy fields, Turkey seems willing to play a key 
role in construction, oil and gas exploration, as well as the 
defence and health sectors. 

At the time of writing, the political track continues to 
progress. It is the first time in a few years that the con-
versation appears to be shifting to something more con-
structive. However, the situation remains fragile, as many 
factors and dynamics surrounding the talks could still 
derail the process. Considering these complexities and 
the multitude of actors engaged in the Libyan conflict, a 
long-lasting peace remains a precarious prospect.

Hazem Turkia - Anadolu Agency


