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The Battle of Sabrata. A new potential paradigm for Libya 

 

What has happened in Sabrata between 17 September and 6 October 2017 did not find wide 

space in international chronicles on Libya. However, the modes of action, variously shared between 

Tripoli and Benghazi, open up space for a wider cooperation between the two main Libyan actors.  

A collaboration that finds an important support in Rome, where Haftar has been recognised in his 

role of interlocutor. The victory of Sabrata appears as a military and political success shared between 

the two sides and has all the potential to foster mutual trust among them. Such confidence is 

fundamental to start a process of concrete reconciliation in which Italy can act to guarantee the unity 

of Libya 

 

Ahmed Dabbashi's militia withdraws from Sabrata 

On Saturday 7 October, Omar 'Abd al-Jalil, commander of the Anti-Isis Operation Room 

(Ghurfat 'Amaliyyat Muḥārabat Tanẓīm ad-Dawla) announced that he had taken full control of 

Sabrata after the escape of the "Brigade 48" at the dawn of Friday 6 October.1 The city was the 

scene of a heavy armed clash with Ahmed Dabbashi's militia on 17 September. The news about the 

three-weeks clashes is uncertain and the death toll numbers from 17 to over 100. The success of 

the military action was made possible by the joint efforts of Ghurfat 'Amaliyyāt, Brigade al-Wadi and 

the 103rd Infantry Battalion of the Libyan National Army.2  

Omar Abd al-Jalil claimed that some thirty members of the Benghazi Defence Brigades, driven 

out of Tripoli last May, would fought alongside the Dabbashi militia, as well as some members of the 

Brigade Muhammad al-Kilani from az-Zawiya. The clashes ended with the escape of Ahmed 

Dabbashi, fled in a convoy of cars after having set fire to his home and mined several areas of the 

city. 

Fayez as-Sarraj expressed "deep satisfaction" for the result in Sabrata, pointing out that the 

operation was in coordination with the security bodies of the Presidential Council.3 As-Sarraj also 

assured that the Tripoli government will work very closely with the Anti-Isis Operation Room in order 

to put an end to all illegal activities in the Sabrata area. In fact, the Ghurfat 'Amaliyyāt officially 

depends on the Libyan National Army Command headed by General Haftar, but, at the same time, 

declared its loyalty to the Tripoli government. In order to ensure the stability of the city, on 

Wednesday 4 October, as-Sarraj had previously received in Tripoli a delegation of notables from 

Sabrata in order to discuss the post-Dabbashi. In the city of Sabrata, from which several thousand 

people had been forced to flee after the fighting, there were some demonstrations of support for the 

Libyan forces who liberated the city from Ahmed Dabbashi's militia.   

Due to the presence of explosive devices placed by Dabbashi's fighters, Ghurfat 'Amaliyyāt 

has called on displaced citizens not to immediately return to the city and to avoid any suspicious 

object. For the purpose of preventing the danger of explosive devices as well as helping to restore 

security, Sabrata's citizens were asked not to assault any of the Dabbashi clan's belongings. In order 

to obtain justice for the Dabbashi's wrongdoing, people were invited to address solely legal 

authorities. In anticipation of restoring security, the Anti-Isis Operation Room also declared the night-

                                                 
1   http://www.akhbarlibya24.net/2017/10/06 
2   https://www.libyaherald.com/2017/10/06/anti-is-operations-room-takes-full-control-of-sabratha/  
3  https://www.libyaherald.com/2017/10/06/serraj-congratulates-aior-on-sabratha-takeover/  
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time curfew (10 pm - 6 am) to preserve properties of those displaced persons who were temporarily 

unable to return to their homes.4 

 

Struggle for the control of migratory flows 

If the spark that detonated the battle was to be detected in some of the raids between the 

Ahmed Dabbashi's militia and the soldiers of the Ghurfat 'Amaliyyāt, the deep reasons for the clash 

lies essentially in the control of the city and its illegal trades. First of all, the most lucrative one regards 

the trafficking of human beings towards Italy.  

Sabrata, halfway between Tripoli and the Tunisian border, had fallen under the control of the 

Dabbashi clan during the Libyan crisis. According to many observers, Ahmed Dabbashi (called "the 

Uncle", al-'Ammū) has been the main human trader on the north-western coast of Libya. Migrants 

comes from various areas of and Saharan and Sub-Saharan Africa. They are herded in this far 

western coast of Libya, waiting for their turn to embark towards Italian coasts. Every migrant is 

required to pay more than a thousand dollars (or more) to get a place on one of the precarious boats 

heading to Italy. The management of such traffic has provided to "al-'Ammu" a huge amount of 

money, ensuring his military and political weight.  

According to press sources, the agreements signed by Rome and the government of as-Sarraj, 

aimed to reduce migratory flows, persuaded the Dabbashi clan to set up the Brigade 48, a body 

devoted to counter smuggling of goods and human beings.5 In this way, the Dabbashi re-converted 

their main source of power (from the exploitation of illegal traffic, to its tackling), with the additional 

political aim of obtaining formal recognition within the Libyan peace process. The reasons for such 

re-conversion must be sought in Ahmed Dabbashi's will to accredit himself as a responsible 

interlocutor not only in Tripoli but also in Rome, in the further intent of securing funds intended to 

fight trafficking.6  

The battle of Sabrata broke this fragile balance, opening corridors of human trafficking across 

the Mediterranean, and demonstrating once again that trafficking is an important deterrent into the 

hands of some militias marginalised by as-Sarraj's agreements. The International Organisation for 

Migration has denounced the presence of over 6,000 people from more than twelve African countries 

who have been forced into sheds managed by al-Ammu's men. The Libyan authorities have stated 

that these people will be transferred to the Tripoli detention centre, while other 2,000 people had 

already been transferred in collaboration with the OIM.7 

 

An intricate picture 

According to anonymous sources reported by French and British press, the Dabbashi militia 

would have received substantial funding from the Italian government in order to block migration flows 

across the Mediterranean.8 This version has been categorically refuted by Rome, as well as by As-

Sarraj, who denied the existence of any secret agreement with Ahmed Dabbashi aimed at closing 

human trafficking towards Italy. On the contrary, there is an agreement with the Libyan municipalities 

affected by the land trajectory of human trafficking, over which media have been leveraging with the 

aim of raising charges against Rome.  

                                                 
4  http://www.akhbarlibya24.net/2017/10/06/ 
5  http://espresso.repubblica.it/internazionale/2017/09/19/news/guerra-di-milizie-a-sabratha-ecco-perche-dalla-citta-

libica-riparte-il-traffico-dei-migranti-1.310301  
6  https://www.reuters.com/article/us-europe-migrants-libya-italy-exclusive/exclusive-armed-group-stopping-migrant-

boats-leaving-libya-idUSKCN1B11XC  
7  http://www.akhbarlibya24.net/2017/10/09/  
8  http://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2017/09/29/les-combats-a-sabratha-vont-ils-bouleverser-les-equilibres-politico-

militaires-en-libye_5193625_3212.html  
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In all probability, it is in this sense that one must read that news reported by Akhbar Libya 24 

according to which Ghurfat 'Amaliyyāt received "fundamental" help from French military advisers 

during the Battle of Sabrata.9 According to the military source inside al-Wadi Brigade, ally of Ghurfat 

'Amaliyyāt during the Battle of Sabrata, French advisers made an important contribution to 

neutralising those Dabbashi snipers who were preventing their opponents' invasion in the Libyan 

city. According to the same source, the three French military advisers came directly from Bamako, 

Mali's capital. According to the agreements there should have been six, but at the last moment three 

were diverted for a sudden need in Tonga Tonga, in the Tillabéri region of Niger, at the Mali border. 

However, the ambiguous interweaving of alliances between the various components of the 

game makes the Libyan framework considerably complicated: on the one hand, Brigade 48 would 

be an official part of the defence system that answers to Fayez as-Sarraj who, for his part, has 

declared himself "deeply satisfied" with the defeat of the same Brigade 48; on the other hand, Ghurfat 

'Amaliyyāt is officially part of the Libyan National Army of Haftar but, at the same time, it is a symbol 

that puts together a diverse set of militias and entities who would declare their loyalty to Fayez as-

Sarraj. What deserves attention is the will of both Tripoli and Tobruq to welcome the Ghurfat 

'Amaliyyāt's victory which led Dabbashi to withdraw. 

 

The Italian national interest 

Italy, for its part, has two important reasons to be interested in Sabrata. The first one concerns 

the control of migratory flows of which such coastal area is one of the most important hot spot in the 

Mediterranean route. The second reason relates to the Eni plant in Mellita, a few kilometres west of 

Sabrata, from which the Greenstream gas pipeline carries each year 8 billion cubic meters of natural 

gas to Gela, Sicily. In light of the above, although many observers have represented Ahmed 

Dabbashi's defeat as a defeat of Italy by the hands of forces loyal to General Haftar, it should be 

noted that the last few months have witnessed a gradual rapprochement between Rome and Haftar.  

In fact, as the clashes flared over Sabrata, on Monday 25 September General Haftar went to 

Rome in order to meet the Italian ministers of Defence and Interior. Due to such doubly strategic 

interest in the Sabrata area (migration route and oil plant), there is no shadow of doubt that those 

events occurred in the Libyan city have been discussed during the Haftar's visit in Rome. Moreover, 

there is no doubt that the meeting with Minister Minniti has focused on issues related to the human 

trafficking, of which Sabrata is, as already mentioned, a nerve centre.  

In addition, the Haftar's visit confirmed a major breakthrough in the Italian approach to the 

Libyan crisis, demonstrating the will to go beyond the excessively restrictive limits of negotiation 

within a process that, until a few months ago, ruled out one of the most important actors in eastern 

Libya. A new approach which is geared to dialogue and involvement of the most important Libyan 

realities.  

So if some have seen a defeat for Italy in the Sabrata battle, Sabrata was more likely to 

represent a shared action model between Tripoli and Benghazi: both praised Sabrata's victory; to 

both the Ghurfat 'Amaliyyāt has lent loyalty; both have a relationship with Italy at the highest level, 

perhaps the only European country that is really committed to preserving the unity of Libya.  

It should be stressed that this virtuous process has been made possible thanks to the return 

of the Italian Ambassador to Cairo, where much of diplomatic, negotiating and decision-making flows 

of Libya moves. Being diplomatically absent at the highest level in the Egyptian capital would be 

inconceivable to anyone who intends to contribute to the Libyan reconciliation process. 

 

 

                                                 
9  http://www.akhbarlibya24.net/2017/10/06/  
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LEBANON 

The US Foreign Affairs Committee has voted for the approval of a draft law imposing new and 

additional sanctions against Hezbollah. The Legislative Decree, approved on Thursday 28 

September, confers on the President of the United States the power to impose sanctions on any 

individual who is deemed to be in any way entitled to support one of the foundations or bodies of the 

Lebanese party.10 The measure provides a detailed list of entities affected by such new sanctions,11 

accusing Hezbollah of having used civilians as human shields during the 2006 war and having 

deployed about 150 missiles in the villages and camps of southern Lebanon. 

These new rules provide for a number of economic sanctions, including confiscation of financial 

supply sources, whether mobile or immovable, that are located in the United States or in possession 

of US citizens. In addition to the financial measures, the approved rules are about to amend some 

articles concerning granting and revocation of visas for those foreign nationals identified by the new 

legislative provisions. By virtue of such rules, the President of the United States may impose a 

prohibition on issuing visas to such persons, provided that he shall notify his decision to the Congress 

within a period not exceeding six months. Within 120 days of the adoption of the legislative measure, 

the US President is also required to provide the Congress with a detailed list of the individuals and 

personalities involved in supporting the Lebanese movement. 

The progressive victory of the Damascus government and its allies in the Syrian theatre is 

gradually showing signs of what will be the next developments in the immediate aftermath. On the 

one side, there has been an even more uncompromising push at the hands of the Iraqi Kurds, to 

which echoes the more tentative but no less determined claims of the Syrian Kurds in Rojava.  

On the other side, some signs point to an ever-increasing possibility of open conflict between Israel 

and the regional "Resistance Front" that supports Damascus government. Specifically, South 

Lebanon could be the scene of a renewed escalation of the latent conflict between Hezbollah and 

Israel.  

The massive exercise conducted by the Israeli army at the end of August seems to leave no 

doubt about the eventuality of a new conflict. It is more difficult to find out when this will happen 

exactly, but signs of its concrete eventuality are not lacking. In addition to the massive Israeli 

exercise, one must note the strong pressure exerted by United States and Israel on the United 

Nations with regard to the UNIFIL mission. Washington and Tel Aviv have pressed for a more 

aggressive conduct at the hands of the blue helmets towards the Party of God, requiring a substantial 

change in the rules of engagement of the UN mission in southern Lebanon. Although its scope will 

not be such as to affect the Party, the imposition of new US sanctions against Hezbollah is an 

important indicator of this tense tension, ready to outbreak even without notice. Additional indicators 

include media on both sides wherein the use of the word "war" is increasingly recurring. 

 

SYRIA 

Russian Defense Minister's spokesman reported that Abu Muhammad al-Julani, leader of 

Jabhat al-Nusra, entered coma following an air bombardment that took place on Wednesday 4 

October near the Abu al-Dhuhur military airport, east of Idlib.  

                                                 
10  http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/826895/ 
11  The organs affected by the sanctions are divided into four groups and are: 1) Bayt al-Māl, Jihād al-Binā’, the 

association Da‘am lil-Muqāwama al-Islāmiyya (Support to the Islamic Resistance), the Foreign Relations 
Department of the Party (al-Shu’ūn al-Khārijiyya) and the Department for External Security (al-Aman al-Khārijiyya); 
2) the TV station al-Manār, Radio al-Nūr and the press group al-Majmū‘a al-Lubnāniyya lil-I‘lām; 3) any non-US 

citizen who is considered to be engaged in funding or recruiting for the party; 4) any other person who is dependent 
on one of the previous subjects. See: https://www.congress.gov/115/bills/hr3329/BILLS-115hr3329ih.pdf e 
https://www.congress.gov/115/bills/hr3342/BILLS-115hr3342ih.pdf  
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Al-Julani would have been seriously injured, bringing amputation of a hand, while other sources 

reported injury to the legs.12  Although a source from Tahrir al-Sham denied the truthfulness of 

intelligence news on al-Julani, intelligence sources confirm the critical conditions of the jihadist 

leader.13 

aids took place as a result of precise information that made it possible to locate the exact 

position and time in which the Jabhat al-Nusra cadres would met together with al-Julani. Thus, 

Russian aviation has been able to carry out a targeted attack, provoking the death of at least 49 

fighters, a dozen military leaders, and an al-Julani aide. The airstrike has been conducted with Su-

34 and Su-35. In the raid, a large underground storage depot of al-Nusra has also been destroyed, 

where more than a thousand tons of ammunition were stored. The bombings also hit the building of 

al-Nusra's shariatic court. 

According to reports from Russian sources, the news of al-Julani's precarious state of health 

would have caused confusion among the ranks of the jihadist groups in Idlib. Al-Julani, in fact, at the 

beginning of October had been appointed commander-in-chief of Tahrir al-Sham, following the 

resignation of Abu Jabir al-Shaykh.14 The Russian spokesman also added that Da'ish cadres 

abandoned Syria to move to the Waziristan region of Pakistan. 

 

 

 

                                                 
12   http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/828454/ 
13  http://mubasher.aljazeera.net/news/ 
14  https://twitter.com/asseraaalsham/status/914544915241107457/photo/1?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw&ref_url=http%  
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