
POLICY OUTLOOK

DISCUSSION PAPER

US Relations with Libya: 
What to Expect from the 

Biden Administration?
Ferhat Polat

POLICY OUTLOOK

This policy outlook aims to analyse US strategy in Libya post 2011 and also examines what President 
Biden’s new diplomatic approach will be in the country. Washington’s various interests in Libya are 

examined and used to assess US policy in Libya and its effect on the Libyan conflict.

In 2011, the United States and its NATO allies supported an international military effort to topple the regime 
of Muammar Gaddafi. Since then, Washington has had limited engagement in Libya, and its policy has 

been mainly motivated by counterterrorism efforts and commercial interests.

(İbrahim Yakut - Anadolu Agency)

The opinions expressed in this policy outlook represent the views of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the TRT World Research Centre.
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Introduction 
The United States helped bring together the NATO-led op-
eration that brought Muammar Gaddafi’s four decades of 
totalitarian rule to an end in 2011. However, since then, the 
U.S. has limited its engagement in Libya, seeing the oil-rich 
country chiefly through a counterterrorism lens and urg-
ing European nations to take the lead.

The United States, along with the other Western powers, 
have openly supported the UN-backed Government of Na-
tional Accord (GNA) and a United Nations-sponsored rec-
onciliation process. However, they have also done little in 
the way of concrete action to support Libya’s international-
ly recognised authority. 

Washington maintained a relatively passive stance to-
wards Libya under President Donald Trump, whose ad-
ministration saw the Libyan conflict as a European prob-
lem of little strategic significance for American interests. 
This has arguably given other external players, including 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Russia, more room 
to manoeuvre, resulting in increased numbers of Russian 
mercenaries in the country and increased flows of weap-
ons in contravention of UN embargoes.  Indeed, the con-
tinuing insecurity and presence of mercenaries have been 
detrimental to, inter alia, Libya’s sovereignty and its control 
over its oil industry.

A nationwide ceasefire was declared in August 2020. On 
23 October 2020, military delegations from Libya’s two 
warring parties announced a formal ceasefire agreement, 
which has triggered a renewed peace process. Recent-
ly, delegates from opposite sides at a UN-sponsored fo-
rum voted for an interim prime minister and a three-mem-
ber presidential council with the aim of holding national 
elections on 24 December 2021. 

The possibility of increased US support for diplomacy and 
a UN-led multilateral process under the Biden administra-
tion could serve to strengthen this dynamic.  

What drives US policy 
in Libya?
Washington’s Libya strategy has traditionally been driven 
by counterterrorism measures and economic interests.  
Libya has unique characteristics, including a population 
of only 6.5 million, abundant natural resources, the largest 
proven oil reserves in Africa, and one of the world’s wealth-
iest economies by the proportion of oil reserves to popula-
tion size.  Besides, the country has an enviable location at 
the heart of the Mediterranean, the Maghreb, and on the 
doorstep to sub-Saharan Africa. As a result, the country 
has been a theatre for international struggle and compe-
tition. 

Mohammed Ali Abdallah, Senior Advisor to the Libyan 
Government of National Accord for US Affairs, told TRT 
World Research Centre that “the primary interests for the 
US administration in Libya are linked to regional stability 
around the Mediterranean and ensuring that the Russian 
/ Chinese influence in sub-Sahara does not jeopardize US 
interests and its allies’ interests.  There are also interests re-
lated to energy and maintaining leverage when it comes 
to oil and natural gas markets.   However, the primary ob-
jective at this point in Libya and the region is maintaining 
cooperation with regard to counterterrorism and building 
on the efforts of the past few years”. 

Security Concerns 
The toppling of the Gaddafi regime created a number of 
domestic, regional, and international challenges. In the 
post-Gaddafi era, Libya has struggled with an ongoing civ-
il war, including paralysis from rival institutions, regional 
turmoil, massive civilian displacement, and an environ-
ment conducive to terrorism and extremism. 

“Counter-terrorism and Daesh, above all else, has driven 
US policy in Libya since the fall of the Gaddafi regime. 
This means that Washington has viewed peacebuilding, 
political stability, and economic recovery in Libya entire-
ly through the lens of counter-terrorism rather than what 
those processes might mean intrinsically for Libya beyond 
the question of transnational extremism”. Dr Jacob Mundy, 
Associate Professor of Peace and Conflict Studies and Mid-
dle Eastern and Islamic Studies at Colgate University, told 
TRT World Research Centre. 

The power vacuum that occurred in the wake of Gaddafi’s 
enabled terrorist groups to gain a foothold in Libya. One 
of these groups, known as Ansar al-Sharia, carried out the 
2012 attack on the US consulate in Benghazi that killed four 
Americans, including the Ambassador to Libya. 

Washington has been deeply concerned by the lack of 
state-control in Libya and the rise of terrorism and smug-
gling cartels, fearing that these phenomena could destabi-
lise neighbouring countries. For instance, in 2013, Algeria 
was the scene of a major terror attack that targeted the 
Tigantourine gas facility near Ain Amenas in the desert re-
gion. During the raid, the attackers took captive about 150 
Algerians and dozens of foreigners. 

In 2015, Daesh gained significant ground in Libya with 
the capture of the coastal town of Sirte. Daesh emerged 
in Libya in early October 2014, when extremist factions 
in the eastern city of Derna joined their cause. Reportedly, 
Derna has been a centre of extremist factions in Libya for 
more than three decades. After 2011, Derna continued to 
serve as a centre for militant Salafis with links to terrorist 
groups including al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) 

https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/10/1076012
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-un/new-libya-interim-government-agreed-in-u-n-talks-idUSKBN2A50ST
https://researchcentre.trtworld.com/publications/policy-outlook/of-energy-and-unity-oil-and-challenges-to-libya-s-political-and-economic-future
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-middle-east-19567353
https://researchcentre.trtworld.com/publications/policy-outlook/algeria-s-role-in-libya
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-29127935
https://www.geneva-academy.ch/joomlatools-files/docman-files/Libya%20A%20Short%20Guide%20to%20the%20Conflict.pdf
https://www.ibtimes.com/isis-establishes-stronghold-derna-libya-1721425
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and Ansar al-Sharia in Libya (ASL). After the formation of 
Daesh in 2014, many local fighters pledged allegiance to 
their cause. 

Reportedly, by the end of 2013, Libyans were among the 
top five nationalities heading to Syria.
Many of the Libyan militants who joined Daesh were veter-
ans of the group’s activities in Iraq and Syria and brought 
with them significant battlefield experience. Having gained 
experience on the battleground, many returned, filling a 
security vacuum exacerbated by lawlessness. They were 
helped along the way by having easy access to weapons 
from the Gaddafi era and porous borders, allowing them to 
set up their own groups or join others. 

Eighteen months later, on December 5, 2016, Daesh was 
defeated in Sirte following a six-month military campaign 
led by brigades from the western city of Misrata, loyal to 
the GNA with support from US airstrikes. However, Daesh 
has yet to be eliminated from Libya. 

“In the last few years, the fight against terrorism has been 
the main priority of US policymakers in Libya. The rise of 
the Daesh in Sirte and its territorial expansion has sound-
ed alarm bells in Washington and pushed different US ad-

ministrations to renew their attention to the security situa-
tion in Libya. Indeed, US support to Libyan forces fighting 
against Deash in Sirte (Operation Bunyan Marsous) was 
signed off by the Obama administration, while several 
airstrikes and drone strikes against Daesh remnants and 
senior leaders of al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) 
have been authorised by former President Donald Trump”. 
Umberto Profazio, Associate Fellow at the International In-
stitute for Strategic Studies (IISS), told TRT World Research 
Centre. 

Geostrategic interests 
Libya has strategic value in large part due to its location 
on the Eastern Mediterranean, hosting several military 
bases(Al Watiya, Mitiga, Sirte and Benina airbases, as well 
as the Tripoli, Misrata, Derna, Tobruk naval bases) linking 
air and sea routes.  In 1954, Libya signed an agreement 
with the United States, which allowed it to establish the 
Wheelus Air Base near Tripoli. It is now known as the Miti-
ga civil and military airport, which between 1943 and 1969 
operated as the US’ largest military base abroad. In 1957, 
former US President Richard Nixon stated that “Libya oc-
cupies a key strategic position with respect to North Africa 
and the southern flank of NATO”. 

Source: Liveuamap - TRT World Research Centre
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https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/binaries/content/assets/customsites/perspectives-on-terrorism/2018/issue-5/truitte-2.pdf
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/11000-foreign-fighters-syria-steep-rise-among-western-europeans
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/the-origins-and-evolution-of-isis-in-libya-2/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/the-origins-and-evolution-of-isis-in-libya-2/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-islamicstate-idUSKBN15P1GX
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/libyas-civil-war-creates-opening-for-isis-return-as-counterterrorism-effort-falters/2019/11/21/e78745c0-056c-11ea-9118-25d6bd37dfb1_story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1964/08/23/archives/will-reclaim-bases-us-will-give-up-libyan-air-base-it-agrees-to.html
https://tinyurl.com/y3ml9shk
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Libya has unique advantages as an oil producer, and its 
reserves remain significant. With over 48 billion barrels or 
just under 3 per cent of the world’s total reserves, the de-
posit is Africa’s largest. The US purchases less than three 
per cent of Libya’s oil exports, so direct oil procurement 
is not the primary concern. However, the price of oil is 
impacted by the civil war in Libya, thus Washington has 
wanted to prevent Libyan politics from disrupting the 
global oil market. As the world’s biggest oil consumer, the 
US is especially vulnerable to price volatility.

Despite low imports, there is significant economic poten-
tial for the US in Libya. Libya has several potentially com-
petitive advantages, in addition to its possession of the 
largest oil reserves in Africa. Additionally, the country’s 
strategic location close to Europe has been a tremendous 
advantage for Libyan oil vis-à-vis Middle Eastern oil pro-
ducers and has meant cheaper transportation costs. As a 
result, Libya has the ability to become a new regional hub 
and financial centre in the region with the potential to at-
tract significant levels of international investment should 
the political situation stabilise. 

If rival Libyan parties reach a political solution to end the 
ongoing conflict, countries will be competing with each 
other to take advantage of the opportunities in Libya.   
Libya offers potentially new and lucrative opportunities 
through defence contracts and other economic prospects 
including in infrastructure development. Therefore, the 
post-conflict environment stands to provide significant 
commercial opportunities for foreign investors, particular-
ly with regards to the reconstruction of key infrastructure 
including roads, railways, housing, telecommunication, 
airports and seaports and so on.

According to the US Department of State, “many U.S. firms, 
especially in the energy sector, have long-standing invest-
ments in Libya. Two-way trade in goods between the Unit-
ed States and Libya totalled more than $1.1 billion in 2019. 
The United States also has signed a trade and investment 
framework agreement with the Common Market for East-
ern and Southern Africa, of which Libya is a member”.

Will the US have a larger 
role under the Biden 
Administration?
The US formally backs the UN-backed GNA, howev-
er, under former President Trump, it has mostly stayed 
out of the conflict. However, despite the official stance, 
Trump stunned allies in April 2019 when he praised Haftar 
in a phone call. John Bolton, Trump’s former national secu-
rity advisor, indicated approval of Haftar’s attack on Tripoli 
by telling Haftar in a phone call “If you are going to attack, 
do it quickly”. 

U.S. Imports Libya of Crude Oil and Petroleum From Libya

Thousand Barrels

Source: U.S. Energy  Information Administration

A supporter of the Democratic party uses his phone during Joe 
Biden’s speech as 46th U.S President in Miami, Florida, United States 

on November 7, 2020. (Eva Marie Uzcategui Trinkl - Anadolu Agency)

https://www.apicorp.org/Research/EnergyReseach/2018/APICORP_Energy_Research_V03_N14_2018.pdf
https://www.usip.org/publications/2011/03/oil-and-turmoil-libya
https://www.usip.org/publications/2011/03/oil-and-turmoil-libya
https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-libya/
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2019/04/trumps-praise-haftar-sends-mixed-messages/587890/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/14/world/middleeast/libya-russia-john-bolton.html?smtyp=cur&smid=tw-nytimes%22
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The encouragement from Trump and Bolton undermined 
the warnings that Haftar has received from the state de-
partment. For instance, a few days before Trump’s praise 
for Haftar, former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo stated 
that “we have made clear that we oppose the military of-
fensive by Khalifa Haftar’s forces and urge the immediate 
halt to these military operations against the Libyan capi-
tal.” Peter Bodde, former U.S. ambassador to Libya, had also 
warned Haftar against advancing on Tripoli. 

Conflicting messages under the Trump administration are 
reflective of the lack of a coherent Libya strategy on the 
part of US policymakers. David D. Kirkpatrick, International 
Correspondent at the New York Times, commented that: 
“Washington’s inconsistent position on Libya officially sup-
porting the peace process even as the White House has 
signalled that President Trump favours Haftar has played 
a major role in prolonging the chaos”. 

U.S. officials have since sought to define their stance to 
support a political solution rather than choosing any par-
ticular party, which may have caused Washington to lose 
its credibility in the eyes of the Libyan people. 

According to Professor Jacob Mundy’s opinion, “Even dur-
ing the Obama administration, there was a preference to 
leave the issue of Libya to others, especially the Europeans 
who wanted to intervene in the first place. This is obviously 
an effect of the US experience in Iraq from 2003 and the 
Obama efforts to return to a more multilateral policy. It was 
only late in the Obama administration when they realized 
that the power vacuum in Libya was being exploited by all 
kinds of outside interests. Trump did nothing to address 
this, and it got much worse. For the sake of international 
peace and security, one would think Biden would take a 
more proactive approach, perhaps even restore the posi-
tion of a US envoy”. 

Mohammed Ali Abdallah told TRT World Research Centre 
that, “I am not expecting a drastic shift in strategy when it 
comes to the utilisation of the US allies when it comes to 

Libya.  However, I think the Biden administration will have 
much less patience for the countries that had become the 
proxy assets utilised by Russia.   For example, the UAE, 
Egypt, France, and Saudi Arabia had a direct role in fund-
ing & [offering] logistical support for Russian mercenaries 
and arms provided to Haftar in the past few years.   This 
will not be something that will be ignored by the Biden 
administration.   However, the U.S. approach will not shift 
to a more direct involvement beyond what we have seen 
from them.  This could change depending on the develop-
ments on the ground, and what happens with regards to 
the Russian presence on the southern shores of the Med-
iterranean”.

For Profazio, “Nevertheless, with the third phase of 
the civil war in 2019-2020, the geopolitics of the re-
newed great power competition in the Mediterranean 
Sea has gradually stepped in when talking about Lib-
ya in Washington. The presence of mercenaries from 
the Wagner Group, the transfer of Russian fighter jets 
and more in general the role of Russia in the Libyan 
conflict finds a more suitable contextualisation in the 
changing balance of power in the Mediterranean Basin, 
which required the US to reconsider its passive stance, 
push for a ceasefire and relaunch the peace process”. 

Will the Biden 
Administration act to 
confront Russia’s plans in 
Libya?
Over the past few years, Russia has taken advantage of 
the absence of unified Western engagement to extend its 
influence in the region. Moscow has used Libya’s civil war 
to increase its influence on Europe’s southern flank and 
its access to Libya’s hydrocarbon resources, as well as to 
establish a permanent foothold in Libya while it expands 
military basing access across the eastern Mediterranean.  

Libya’s Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj met with US Africa Command (AFRICOM) head Gen. Stephen Townsend and the US ambassador to Libya 
Richard Norland  at Zuwarah Airport, west of the capital Tripoli on 22.06.2020 (GNA Media Office - Anadolu Agency)

https://www.bloombergquint.com/business/trump-s-bet-on-libyan-strongman-will-backfire
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-usa-idUSKCN1RK02M
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-04-24/trump-libya-haftar-tripoli
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/14/world/middleeast/libya-russia-john-bolton.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/us-remains-on-the-sidelines-in-libyas-conflict-as-russia-extends-its-reach/2020/07/17/04be5100-bf90-11ea-864a-0dd31b9d6917_story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/30/world/middleeast/russia-egypt-air-bases.html
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NATO’s prolonged absence after its 2011 intervention in 
the country has enabled Russia to establish a permanent 
foothold in Libya, expanding its military presence primari-
ly where Russian mercenaries are already present, such as 
in Jufra and Sirte. As discussed, Libya’s strategic location 
offers several options for both naval and air bases such as 
the Derna, Benghazi and Tobruk naval bases, as well as the 
Sirte, Martuba and Benina airbases which are currently 
under the control of Haftar’s LNA.  These bases could host 
Russian forces to support and even deepen its activities 
not only in Libya but also in the whole of Africa. Besides, 
the Russian presence in Libya could potentially represent 
a security threat to NATO for instance, the al-Watiya air-
base, Misrata’s port, and the Sirte airbase are all located a 
mere 600–700 kilometres south of the Italian Sigonella air-
base in Sicily, which hosts several US activities related to 
south-eastern Europe and the Mediterranean.

AFRICOM commander, US Army General Stephen 
Townsend, stated back in June that “if Russia obtains bas-
es in Libya and introduces long-range weapons systems, it 
would pose a security risk to NATO, limiting the alliance’s 
access to its southern flank”.

According to Mohammed Ali Abdallah, “I have no doubt 
that the Biden administration will be more firm in confront-
ing Russia’s negative role in Libya.  This will be seen both 
in the direct sanctions of Russian entities & individuals in-
volved, as well as in the empowerment of the Libyan gov-
ernment to minimize the role of the Libyan factions backed 
by Russia.  I don’t think this will lead to any direct confron-
tation between the U.S. and Russia,  but it will definitely 
have an impact on Russia’s willingness to risk its long-term 
strategic goals in exchange for its continuation for backing 
the outlaw Haftar’s militia that has already proven itself in-
effective”.

Moscow has sought to strengthen its influence in Libya 
through its backing of Haftar’s war against the UN-backed 
GNA. Russia’s engagement with Haftar can be traced back 
to 2015 when Moscow became involved in the Libyan 
civil war.  Russia contributed to Haftar’s efforts primarily 
through the Wagner Group, a private military company 
linked to the Kremlin. According to a UN report, hundreds 
of mercenaries from the Wagner Group have been operat-
ing in Libya since September 2019. 

Russia also appears to have dug in further, shoring up its 
combat forces in the country, especially at the critical Ju-
fra-Sirte line which is a gateway to Libya’s oil crescent re-
gion. 

US Africa Command’s General Townsend has also said that 
“Russia is clearly trying to tip the scales in its favour in Lib-
ya. He continued to say that “I saw them doing in Syria, 
they are expanding their military footprint in Africa using 
government-supported mercenary groups like Wagner.”

As part of last October’s ceasefire agreement, foreign 
fighters and mercenaries were supposed to leave the 
country within three months. However, instead of with-
drawing, Moscow is reportedly reinforcing its position on 
the Sirte-Jufra axis with the delivery of materiel and fight-
ers. 

For Mundy, “It’s difficult to say whether or not Russia has an 
end game in mind in Libya but given the anti-Putin rhet-
oric of the Biden administration, we can probably expect 
some moderation in the US position, which had seemed to 
implicitly back Haftar ahead of his failed siege on Tripoli. 
The problem is that the agenda for the Biden administra-
tion is overflowing, especially with domestic challenges 
that make it seem as if the American polity is in a terminal 
death spiral. As long as the trendlines in Libya keep mov-
ing in a positive direction under the Libyan Political Dia-
logue Forum (LPDF), I imagine that the US will reconcile 
itself with Russia’s role in Libya just as Washington has in 
Syria”. 

According to Umberto Profazio, “Recent calls made by the 
US to Russia, Turkey and the UAE to cease foreign inter-
vention and remove their forces from Libya are particularly 
indicative of the changing mood in Washington and repre-
sent a rebuke for strict allies that has been unusual in re-
cent years. Considering the specificity of the Russian case 
and the different stance adopted by the Biden administra-
tion towards the UAE (much expected and also highlight-
ed by the suspension of the US arms sales announced last 
week), the inclusion of Turkey is also noteworthy. Training 
agreements between the GNA and Ankara and the pres-
ence of Turkish troops and foreign fighters are hindering 
the peace process, representing one of the main sticking 
points not only between Ankara and Washington but also 
between Turkey and EU Member-States”.

Potential U.S. -EU 
cooperation 
The Libyan conflict chiefly represents a cause of consider-
able concern for Libyans and neighbouring countries, de-
spite the political process presently showing signs of some 
positive development. Recently, Libyan delegates elected 
an interim authority responsible for organising elections, 
and there have been prior attempts to hold a constitutional 
referendum. Under the Trump administration, Washington 
played a relatively passive role in the UN-backed process. 
However, if the Biden administration took a more active 
role, it could go a long way in helping to push some region-
al and European countries away from backing Haftar and 
towards more vigorously supporting the political process. 
Should the new administration increase its support for the 
current UN-led peace process, there would be the added 
benefit of strengthening US - EU cooperation.

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/11/us/politics/russian-jets-mercenaries-libya.html
https://www.africom.mil/pressrelease/32941/new-evidence-of-russian-aircraft-active-in-li
https://www.csis.org/analysis/moscows-next-front-russias-expanding-military-footprint-libya
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-52571777
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/russia-sends-310-more-mercenaries-to-libya/2135156
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-52811093
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/1/20/un-chief-urges-foreign-fighters-leave-libya-by-saturday
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/north-africa/libya/b80-fleshing-out-libya-ceasefire-agreement
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-un/new-libya-interim-government-agreed-in-u-n-talks-idUSKBN2A50ST
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For instance, Italian Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte talked 
to Biden in late 2020 and voiced Rome’s stance in support of 
more US attention to Libya in the post-​Trump period. Most 
European states, apart from France, see Russia’s position in 
Libya as a matter of great concern. France has pursued a 
strategy to improve its relationship with Russia and French 
President Macron has reached out to Putin over key issues 
like Ukraine and Libya. For instance, last year, Macron stat-
ed that “he is confident of progress in key areas with Russia, 
notably the crisis in Libya”. In 2018, Macron reported called 
on the European Union to increase military collaboration 
and stop relying on Washington for defence while reaching 
out to Moscow to develop a “strategic partnership.”

Most EU member states and NATO have backed the GNA, 
while Paris has supported Haftar’s offensive on the capital 
which has led to the failure of EU attempts to promote a 
political solution for the ongoing conflict.  France’s stand 
towards the two main parties within Libya has been one 
of continuous oscillation. While paying lip service to the 
UN-backed GNA, French President Macron has closely co-
operated with Haftar. For a long time, the French approach 
towards the Libyan conflict was to give war a chance to see 
whether Haftar could achieve a military solution to the con-
flict. As a consequence, the EU has not been able to take 
a strong stand on Libya or produce significant strategies 
for de-escalation given Paris’s contradictory position to the 
majority of other EU member states. 

In this regard, Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu 
has stated that “On one side, NATO sees Russia as a threat 
but on the other side, NATO ally France is working to in-
crease Russia’s presence in Libya”.  

The EU is concerned that the increasingly strong Russian 
presence in the country could make it harder for them to 
influence outcomes on their own doorstep. Furthermore, 
there are also concerns that the Kremlin may have influ-
ence vis-​à-​vis migration flows from Libya, especially in the 
eastern part of the country, which the Kremlin could use to 
put pressure and blackmail the EU.

For Abdallah, “We have already seen that the US Foreign 
Policy team is engaging more positively with the EU & oth-
er allies when it comes to Libya.   This will be a significant 
shift from the previous administration, but what impact 
that will have on the political situation inside Libya is yet 
to be seen.   Some of the challenges that face this scenar-
io is holding some of the allies accountable for what was 
done in the past few years, regarding human rights viola-
tions, violations of UN arms embargo, and most notably 
the financing of mercenaries that are fighting on the side 
of the illegitimate militias led by Khalifa Haftar.   If the US 
chooses to ignore the past, and only focus on engaging in 
Libya via these allies, this will present a difficult situation on 
the ground as these allies are seen as a fundamental part of 
the problem and cannot be trusted to be part of any solu-
tion.  At the same time, it is impractical to think that these 

allies can be ignored completely and the balance between 
accountability for what has happened, and pragmatic pos-
itive engagement in establishing stability is the key role the 
US will have to play”.

Following the toppling of the Gaddafi regime, European 
countries have been divided on the Libyan issue and have 
been consistently inconsistent with their policies towards 
the country. In particular, there has been a great division 
between France and Italy. The clash between the two 
countries has contributed to the failure of EU efforts to de-
velop a holistic political solution for the ongoing conflict. 

Previous conferences that took place in Palermo, Paris and 
Abu Dhabi were supposed to strengthen international sup-
port and mechanisms, as well as to create a roadmap for 
relaunching the UN-sponsored stabilisation programme 
for Libya. However, these meetings effectively aimed at 
legitimising Haftar and his LNA at the expense of the in-
ternationally recognised government. As a result, these 
conferences have failed to bring any tangible progress in 
bringing stability to the country. If it wishes to have suc-
cess in Libya, the EU should acknowledge the lessons of 
past failures by shaping a more unified approach and co-
operate with Washington to pursue a political solution in 
Libya. A unified and coordinated EU effort with support 
From Washington would go a long way in ensuring that 
local and regional players comply with the current agree-
ment.

As stated by Mundy, “Working within the existing Europe-
an framework for Libya, the one launched by Germany last 
year, is probably the best place for Biden to start, though 
there’s a lot of repair work that has to be done to mend fenc-
es between the US and Europe. It’s not as if Washington can 
march into the Libyan peace process and act as if the last 4 
years did not take place. There will have to be a lot of humil-
ity, especially when it comes to US-German relations”.

Do Ankara and 
Washington share similar 
interests in Libya? 
Faced with Haftar’s assault on Tripoli in April 2019, the 
GNA requested help from Turkey. Ankara has given tan-
gible assistance to the internationally recognised govern-
ment. By providing needed military support to Haftar’s op-
ponents, including armed drones and air defence systems, 
it altered the balance on the ground. This interventions 
saved the GNA and expelled the LNA from Tripoli, though 
it drove the latter towards central Libya and key energy 
and military installations. As a result, Moscow reportedly 
responded by setting up powerful new military hardware 
on the Sirte-Jufra axis, signalling its readiness to escalate. 
At that point, negotiations halted the fighting, and a cease-
fire arrangement was concluded that allowed both parties 
to avoid a dangerous escalation. 

https://www.libyaobserver.ly/inbrief/conte-urges-biden-pay-more-attention-libya%E2%80%99s-status-quo
https://www.france24.com/en/20200626-macron-confident-of-progress-in-russia-ties-after-libya-talks-with-putin
https://www.france24.com/en/20200626-macron-confident-of-progress-in-russia-ties-after-libya-talks-with-putin
https://www.france24.com/en/20200626-macron-confident-of-progress-in-russia-ties-after-libya-talks-with-putin
https://researchcentre.trtworld.com/publications/policy-outlook/doubling-down-on-haftar-examining-france-s-position-in-libya
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/politics/france-trying-to-increase-russias-presence-in-libya/1894909
https://researchcentre.trtworld.com/publications/policy-outlook/turkey-s-strategy-in-libya-rationale-and-challenges
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/north-africa/libya/b80-fleshing-out-libya-ceasefire-agreement
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Despite minor flareups, the truce has largely remained in-
tact. The opposing groups, notably Haftar’s LNA, have little 
enthusiasm to give up their advantages, and it remains to 
be seen whether the different armed groups, both in west-
ern and eastern Libya, will adhere to the ceasefire. 

Washington’s approach towards Libya under the Biden 
administration is likely to be revised and adjusted to take 
an active role against Moscow’s growing military involve-
ment in the country. In this regard, the US could offer more 
support for the political efforts headed by the U.N. Support 
Mission in Libya (UNSMIL) to achieve a final political solu-
tion to end the conflict in the country. 

According to Mohammed Ali Abdallah, “The level of col-
laboration between the United States and Turkey will nev-
er be made public nor will it be something used in diplo-
matic circles.   However, anyone who knows the facts on 
the ground knows that without high-level collaboration 
and cooperation between the US and Turkey, Libya’s situa-
tion would be much worse, and we would be looking at the 
return of military dictatorship to Libya.  This level of collab-
oration will continue, and I think will develop in the near 
term to wider diplomatic & economic cooperation.  These 
types of partnerships will only help achieve the stability we 
need in Libya and can become a fundamental shift for the 
region if it is expanded to include collaboration with Lib-
ya’s neighbouring countries”.

Mundy argues that “I imagine there is some broad agree-
ment between the two on the need to end the civil war, 
demilitarise the society as much as possible, and install a 
permanent constitutionally-based government through 
democratic elections. Washington will obviously be con-
cerned as to whether or not Turkey’s allies in Libya will 
continue to turn a blind eye to certain destabilising actors 
(as was the case in previous years), as well as Turkey’s allies’ 
commitment to respecting democratic norms in the long 
run. But I don’t think anyone in Washington is convinced 
that Haftar or Haftarism is the answer anymore”.

What are 
Washington’s 
future intentions 
under the Biden 
Administration? 
Russia’s engagement in Libya has enabled Moscow to 
effectively counter Western influence  in the region and 
emphasise that it is seeking to play a decisive role in the 
country’s future, particularly as NATO and EU support has 
mainly been rhetorical.

Frederic Wehrey, a senior fellow in the Middle East Pro-
gram at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 
wrote that “Russia’s ongoing military entrenchment in Lib-
ya, on NATO’s Mediterranean flank…has been abetted by 
the Emirati intervention, greenlit by Trump last year, and 
by de facto battlefield collaboration between the Emirates 
and Russian mercenaries from the Kremlin-linked Wagner 
Group.”

The Biden administration could try to assert US influence 
in the oil-rich country more actively. Biden and those in his 
team have promised to pressure Moscow in various ways, 
which means Libya might be an increasing point of con-
flict between the White House and the Kremlin. 

According to Umberto Profazio, “One of the main goals 
of the Biden administration should be to prevent a fro-
zen-conflict scenario in Libya, in which faltering and del-
egitimised institutions are confronted by militias, terrorist 
groups, mercenaries and foreign Non-State Armed Groups 
(NSAGs). This scenario would favour Moscow’s hybrid ap-
proach posing significant challenges to the EU and NATO. 
Supporting State-building efforts coordinated by UNSMIL 
should be a priority for the US and the EU, reverting the 
fragmentation trend in Libya”.

Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (R) and U.S. Vice President Joe Biden (L) attend a press conference after a meeting at the Beylerbeyi 
Palace on November 22, 2014 in Istanbul, Turkey. (Kayhan Özer - Anadolu Agency)

https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/11/24/how-joe-biden-can-rein-in-donald-trump-s-reckless-middle-east-policy-pub-83290
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For Mundy, “Perhaps at low levels and discretely, one can 
imagine Biden returning to Obama’s policy of supporting 
UN-led peace-making while using military force judicious-
ly against terrorism only. One of course has to first let the 
incoming UN representative get settled in, and we have to 
see if the LPDF can be sustained, particularly in the face 
of well-armed spoilers. Though Stephanie Williams is a UN 
officer, not a US one, the State Department would probably 
like to see her stay as close as possible to the frontline of 
very complex negotiations”.

For his part, Abdallah contends that “I think that the ap-
pointment of a new UN Secretary-General Special Envoy 
to Libya will expand on this involvement.  It is not a secret 
that any UN-led political solution will only go as far as the 
United States & other UNSC member states support it.  
With a prominent US role in the LPDF, we have a chance 
of arriving at the first step towards an end to the political 
division and a step towards long-term stability”.

Peace Talks and Potential 
Challenges 
The country has struggled to build national institutions 
and a consensus over the post-Gaddafi transition. Libya’s 
complex political and security situation has presented sig-
nificant challenges to the achievement of a comprehensive 
political settlement between rival factions within the coun-
try. Recently,  the UN-assembled Libyan Political Dialogue 
Forum (LPDF) produced an executive authority tasked 
with setting up a temporary government and leading the 
country to elections scheduled for 24 December 2021. The 
new interim government, known as the Government of Na-
tional Unity (GNU), could face several challenges. 

For instance, the Tobruk-based House of Representatives 
(HoR) must approve the newly selected executive authori-
ty within three weeks, and if the HoR fails to do so, the deci-
sion would go to members of the Libyan Political Dialogue 
Forum (LPDF). 

In this regards, it is important to bear in mind that the Lib-
yan parliament has been divided since 2015 and has not 
held an official session for years. Furthermore, the parlia-
ment was further divided in 2019 as a group of lawmak-
ers broke away, making any agreement by a full quorum 
all but impossible. Thus, it seems likely that the decision 
would go to the LPDF as required by the political roadmap 
should the HoR fail to do so within three weeks, which does 
not bode well for a smooth transition. 

Many experts believe that this new interim government 
conjures images of the same period in 2016 when the uni-
ty government formed by UN-mediated negotiations, the 
GNA, was unable to overcome the institutional divides that 
had emerged in 2014.  The parallel eastern-based authority 

aligned with Haftar will likely refuse to recognise this inter-
im government. Aguila Saleh has preconditions to recog-
nise the GNU, including that the new authority be based 
in Sirte and work under the protection of Haftar’s LNA 
and under the supervision of the Libyan 5+5 Joint Military 
Commission, which are not likely to be met. Given this, 
these demands could undermine progress made since the 
Berlin Peace Conference and bring Libya back to where it 
started: two rival governments and parliaments. 

According to Mohammed Ali Abdallah, “The goal of a 
long-lasting political situation in Libya will take a very long 
time, much longer than just one presidential term in Wash-
ington.  However, the Biden administration has an oppor-
tunity to be a big part of a success story that started in 2011 
& unfortunately was hijacked by many spoilers.  The next 
few years will not only shape the future of Libya’s stability 
but for the entire region’s stability”. 

For his part, Mundy told TRT World Research Centre that 
“I think the prospects are good, but the US will probably 
have a small role to play. The biggest factor is the sheer ex-
haustion of most Libyans with this never-ending conflict 
and transition and the constant foreign meddling in their 
country.  A military solution to this civil war has been prov-
en impossible time and time again, so national dialogue is 
the only way out”.

The 74-members of the UN-led Libyan Political Dialogue Forum 
(LPDF) have convened in Switzerland and selected an interim 

Prime Minister and President of its new executive council. (UN 
Photo / Violaine Martin - Anadolu Agency)

https://www.libyaobserver.ly/news/williams-says-libyas-hor-should-approve-new-government-21-days
https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/02/1084022
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/libyas-interim-unity-government-met-cautious-optimism
https://www.trtworld.com/opinion/libya-s-new-unity-government-is-a-start-but-a-long-road-lies-ahead-43997
https://www.trtworld.com/opinion/libya-s-new-unity-government-is-a-start-but-a-long-road-lies-ahead-43997
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/02/can-libyas-new-interim-government-break-impasse
https://www.libyaobserver.ly/news/hor-speaker-sets-conditions-granting-confidence-new-libyan-government
https://www.libyaobserver.ly/news/hor-speaker-sets-conditions-granting-confidence-new-libyan-government
https://www.dw.com/en/berlin-libya-peace-summit-agrees-on-commitment-to-un-arms-embargo/a-52058307
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Conclusion 
After years of deadlock, recent months have brought what 
the UN calls tangible progress. As the country heads to-
wards planned December elections – a significant step – 
huge obstacles remain. 

As part of the ceasefire agreement, foreign fighters and 
mercenaries were supposed to leave the country within 
three months. That deadline has now passed, but report-
edly they are still on the ground. Some countries continue 
to pay lip service to the political talks while ignoring the 
details of the agreement. For instance, the Kremlin has 
been seemingly strengthening its position on the Sirte-Ju-
fra line with the delivery of materiel and mercenaries to 
the country shortly after the new interim government was 
designated. 

The current UN-backed reconciliation process has de-
veloped momentum to bring the Libyan people closer to 
unity and stability – as long as the international commu-
nity prevents spoilers, either domestic or foreign, from 
shifting Libya’s hard-earned peacebuilding achievements 
to renew the conflict.

Therefore, to organise free and fair elections, internation-
al players must coordinate their approach to protect the 
U.N.’s efforts, engaging with Libyans across the country in a 
manner that increases the country’s stability and security. 
Without the help of key external states who back different 
Libyan actors, no political process will be effective in bring-
ing about long-term stability.

Under the Trump presidency, the US was not able to imple-
ment a coherent political strategy to provide more practi-
cal support for the UN-backed political process. However, 
Washington’s Libya policy might experience significant 
changes with the Biden’s administration commitment to 
multilateralism. This, however, remains to be seen. Indeed, 
given the new president has a number of domestic issues 
to tackle, Libya may not be a priority for Washington.  The 
US and its NATO partners should take a more coordinated 
and unified response to Libya’s challenges in order to pave 
the way for the formation of a unified government capa-
ble of continuing the transition to a stable and democratic 
Libya. Otherwise, some regional and international players 
namely the UAE and Russia with their local partners might 
spoil the ongoing peace process. As sustainable political 
settlement seems to not be in the interest of these actors 
because it could undermine their influence and may even 
threaten their military presence in the country. 

(Cem Ozdel - Anadolu Agency)

https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/note-correspondents/2021-02-05/note-correspondents%C2%A0acting-special-representative-of-the-secretary-general-for-libya-stephanie-williams-remarks-following-the-closing-of-the-vote-the-new
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/1/20/un-chief-urges-foreign-fighters-leave-libya-by-saturday
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/1/20/un-chief-urges-foreign-fighters-leave-libya-by-saturday
https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2021/02/13/can-a-new-administration-reunite-war-torn-libya

