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The Libyan crisis and the Russian incognita 

 

The Libyan political crisis shows no signs of change and, indeed, moved in the direction of a new 

and perhaps even more menacing stall. 

In mid-February a mediation organized by Egypt to promote the meeting between the prime minister 

elected Fayyaz At Serraj and its rival General Khalifa Haftar has failed, within a dynamic that for the 

first time seems to place the latter even in a challenging position against President Al Sisi. 

It is not yet entirely clear the sequence of events, although it is now confirmed that the meeting – 

which has strongly been backed by the Egyptian President – failed because of the apparent 

unavailability of Haftar. He had agreed to travel to Cairo at the invitation of Al Sisi, although since 

the beginning with certain reluctance, while Al Serraj had expressed its availability repeatedly 

confirming once arrived in Cairo. 

General Haftar has immediately assumed a posture of closure since his arrival in the hotel where 

the meetings were expected to happen with the representatives of the Government of National 

Accord, taking time first and then expressing his clear unwillingness to any form of dialogue with a 

counterpart which he has openly told not to recognize the role and authority. 

The Egyptian authorities have expressed concern and embarrassment in acknowledging the 

adamant position of General Haftar, while President Al Sisi did not hide his irritation with the outcome 

of the conference. 

Egypt has always supported the role and consolidation of Haftar as opposed to the political 

authorities in Tripoli, especially favouring the consolidation of the military capacity of the Libyan 

National Army under his command as well as the role of the House of Representative from which 

the structure military - theoretically - depends. 

This consolidation is fostered in parallel with the United Arab Emirates, through which Egypt receives 

significant financial assistance aimed at the promotion of a Libyan political force antagonist to that 

of Tripoli which is dominated by Islamist forces and especially by the Muslim Brotherhood, which is 

now with Iran the main political and social antagonist of the UAE in the region. 

By virtue of this complex architecture of power, President Al Sisi has always considered general 

Haftar as a pawn closely and directly dependent on Cairo without a real operational and decision-

making autonomy. A subordinate role Haftar accepted reluctantly, in constant search of third 

supporters that could mitigate the predominant role of the United Arab Emirates and Egypt, aimed 

at giving more autonomy in the determined pursuit of his political ambitions. 

This opportunity seems now to be represented by Russia, with whom he has intensified relations, at 

the same time changing attitude with its traditional allies, leading to a political stalemate from which 

it will be increasingly difficult to generate a process of national reconciliation which may favour 

stability and economic recovery of the country. 

General Khalifa Haftar aims, without hiding in any way, to assume the political leadership of the 

country, through the consolidation of its military role in Libya and in order to restore a form of 

authoritarianism that would on the one hand have a free hand and fist iron against the various militias 

that dominate the political balance of the country, and on the other to rebuild a centrality of State of 

“khaddafian” memory, of which Haftar will assume control. 

The repeated accusations of terrorism made against the Islamist political organization is therefore 

functional to delegitimize the local and international level, the heterogeneous panorama of groups - 

some of them quite close to extremist positions - dominating the political and social reality of Tripoli. 

The Libyan capital is and always will be the geographical and political centre of the country, and 

Haftar is well aware of the extrinsic margins of Benghazi, so focusing not so much in search of its 
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legitimacy in Tripoli - extremely difficult at this stage - as in the imposition of its role in capital through 

the use of force and the recognition of the international community. 

From this perspective, therefore, it should be probably read in this framework the unavailability Haftar 

manifested in Cairo on the occasion of the meetings organized by the Egyptian government. Strong 

of what he believes to be a secure support from Russia and a concrete interest of Moscow in the 

direction of a strengthening of its role in Libya, Haftar has openly challenged his two main political 

and economic sponsor, in order to earn a decision-making autonomy otherwise extremely difficult to 

achieve. 

At the same time, however, he has dangerously cracked that relationship of trust built on 

subordination in Cairo and Abu Dhabi, triggering a relational mechanism that should be carefully 

observed during the coming weeks, in order to appreciate the changes and above all the 

consequences. 

 

Russia and the Haftar strategy 

Last January, in a move as blatant as inappropriate, Russia had expressed an interest in Haftar 

inviting him aboard the aircraft carrier Admiral Kuznetsov, at that time engaged in activities in the 

Mediterranean Sea off the Libyan coast. 

The meeting, officially requested to discuss "cooperation in the security sector", is part of a broader 

strategy of Moscow of wanting to determine its own new role in the region, functional to the 

construction of local strategic interests, but also more outreach to determine horizons negotiating 

with the United States. 

Russia has repeatedly expressed interest in wanting to expand its relationship - and its influence - 

in the direction of Egypt, in essentially anti-Saudi operation, including ideally in this projection of 

interests also the Libyan political dimension, and especially the role of Haftar. 

This new element has strengthened the belief of the general Haftar to be able to increase its 

autonomous role within a wider international support size and less able to impose a heavy burden 

of subordination, thus renewing the unwillingness to dialogue with Tripoli and the political ambitions 

of the general. 

Speaking to an Egyptian radio who was interviewing him on the side-line of the missed Cairo talks, 

Haftar was then openly accusing some unspecified NATO countries (clearly alluding to Italy and 

Turkey) to support the training of terrorists that his army is called to fight daily, urging NATO to adjust 

its strategy and its attitude towards Libya. 

A manifestation of arrogance in some ways unprecedented, built on the illusory conviction of a today 

personal stronger role, more autonomous from the great political dynamics involved at several levels 

in the Libyan crisis. 

General Khalifa Haftar therefore is now facing the need to make a strategic choice of great 

importance, not without risk. He has been able to consolidate its role in Cyrenaica with the financial 

support of Abu Dhabi and the political and military support of Cairo, also taking control during the 

2016 of the oil wells once in the hands of Ibrahim Jathran’s militias, thanks to a manifest economic 

capacity which made it possible to resolve the transition of power in the control of infrastructure in a 

non-confrontational way. 

Nevertheless, the political and military stalemate with Tripoli and other diverse local realities prevents 

Haftar to achieve his ultimate goal, namely, the conquest of Tripoli and the transformation of its role 

as military commander and undisputed political leader of Libya. 

Russia sets itself as an element of the doldrums rupture that has so far characterized the Libyan 

crisis, by providing Haftar pretext to force the hand with historic allies and reduce the cumbersome 

and overwhelming role. 
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Haftar also interpret the political change in Washington, with the appointment of Donald Trump and 

his apparent willingness to put the Muslim Brotherhood on the list of terrorist organizations, 

potentially as a signal to promote an unexpected convergence between the interests of Russia and 

the United States in Libya, then identifying him as the element of strength to achieve the final victory 

on the Ikhwan. 

It is therefore high time for Haftar daring in choosing a stronger and more aggressive policy, relying 

on a wider international support and less invasive, declaring their intentions and calling the 

counterparties to the direct and concrete support against Tripoli. 

An extremely ambitious political move, however, characterized by enormous risks. General Haftar 

interprets the Russian and US regional policy in a somewhat elementary and simplistic way, built on 

the belief of the indispensability of its role and credibility of the final collapse of the internationally 

recognized government in Tripoli. A calculation that can be dramatically wrong in the fluid 

determination of macro-strategic horizons of the Middle East. 

 

The fragile position of Al Serraj 

The Government of National Agreement (GNA) of the designated Prime Minister Al Serraj has been 

recognized by the international community in December of 2015 with a UN resolution, but does not 

provide tools and strategies to enhance its role and its credibility. 

The GNA and his prime minister have thus remained since then at the mercy of the many militias 

that share the political and military control of Tripoli and Tripolitania, forcing Al Serraj to adopt a 

proactive policy with very little capacity and increasingly prone to factionalism and divisions. 

Barack Obama had openly pledged its support to the Prime Minister designate of Libya - although 

limiting its action to only political support - together with Italy, which was then pushed to organize a 

delicate humanitarian mission in Misrata. France and Britain, despite expressions of little more than 

circumstantial support, have never made any secret of their relationship with Haftar and his 

supporters, suggesting - in deeds, as demonstrated by the failure to participate in medical mission 

then conducted by the only Italian in Misrata, after the battle of Sirte - the support for the 

internationally recognized government would be little more than symbolic and far from concrete and 

constructive. 

The picture, however, is further worsened for Al Serraj with the election of Donald Trump at the US 

presidency. The US administration's silence on Libya seems to be prodromal to the insertion of the 

Muslim Brotherhood in the list of terrorist organizations recognized by the State Department. Fact 

that, if it were to actually occur, would make relations with Tripoli virtually unsustainable. 

This circumstance would ensure general Haftar a huge political advantage in the eyes of the 

international community, it would be conferred probably commissioned to outperform the new 

"terrorist threat" in Tripoli, allegedly providing military support and funding, and thus ensuring to 

Haftar he can groped the conquest of Tripoli, on the contrary today completely out of reach under 

the political and social support profile. 

Further complicating the picture of the situation in Tripoli is then Khalifa Ghwell, former prime minister 

of the former government of national salvation and archenemy Fayyaz Al Serraj. Ghwell tried 

clumsily to implement a coup last January, but not succeed in continuing to be supported by some 

local militias who recognize the role and the improbable political program. 

After the failed coup, Ghwell returned to the media spotlight in early February, when a formal 

ceremony was established in Tripoli district of Salah Al-Deen an unnamed Libyan National Guard, 

under the command of Brigadier General Mahmoud Al- Zagat, which assumed self-responsability 

for the protection of public infrastructure and the fight against terrorism. 
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A Libyan National Guard had already been established in 2015 by the GNC in Tripoli, without ever 

being really organized as a result of the chronic inability to reach an agreement in the lines of 

command and control of the unit. 

The new Libyan National Guard would be made up of some units of fighters from Misrata militia 

veterans from the fighting in Sirte, and convinced by Khalifa Ghwell to take possession of Tripoli by 

force to establish a government of national salvation that supplant the current leadership and face 

the threat of Khalifa Haftar. 

The government headed by Fayyaz At Serraj downplayed the extent of the event, ordering the Rada 

brigades military forces to avoid confrontation with the new self-proclaimed units, while retaining 

control of the institutions and major infrastructure. 

In this surreal political and security balance, repeatedly interrupted by sporadic clashes and attacks 

involving the same Al Serraj, Tripoli seems to be suspended in anticipation of a new phase of conflict 

that will determine the new balance of power. 

On the one hand general Haftar is impatiently waiting to know which will be the position of Trump on 

the Muslim Brotherhood, and thus on support to Al Serraj; on the other side Ghwell Khalifa tries to 

pick an unlikely form of consent to catalyse the political forces of Tripoli in a military crusade that no 

one seems to want to take; while Fayyaz Al Serraj is in turn waiting to see if the international 

community has really abandoned him, asking Russia - with the hypothetical US approval - to arm 

and support Haftar in the conquest of the country and in the restoration of a military authoritarianism . 

Even Italy, which has always been an advocate of a policy markedly oriented to support the role of 

Tripoli, seems to have understood to be remained isolated, trying to reposition itself - clumsily, as 

always - between those who support general Haftar and his boundless ambition . 

 


