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OBSERVATORY OF THE MAGHREB I NOTE

Since the fall of the Gaddafi regime in 2011, Libya has been trapped in a cycle of political and
security conflicts that extend beyond its borders, affecting the entire region. Following the
second civil war in 2014, the country found itself deeply divided, with various factions fighting
for power without any sign of comprehensive reconciliation. All political attempts, including
the efforts of the UNSMIL, have failed to achieve stability.

Despite previous attempts to reunify the government, the failure of the elections in December
2021 reignited the political divide, pushing the situation into a state of cautious stagnation.
This deadlock has not only affected Libya but has made it a focal point for regional and
international conflicts, as external powers' strategic and economic interests intertwine. This
article examines the reasons behind this deep political stagnation, its wide-reaching
geopolitical consequences, and potential solutions that could pave the way for stability in

Libya and the region.

THE LIBYAN CRISIS: BETWEEN INTERNAL CHAOS AND EXTERNAL
INTERVENTIONS

A set of interrelated factors contributes to the political deadlock in Libya, obstructing any path
toward a comprehensive political settlement. Among the primary causes of this stagnation are
local, international, and regional factors, which influence one another in complex ways. Local
factors involve internal power struggles, while regional and international factors intersect
through external interventions that affect the course of the conflict and prevent a

comprehensive resolution.
Local Factors and Their Role in Deepening the Deadlock and Division

The political deadlock in Libya reflects deep internal divisions, particularly between competing
governments in the west and east of the country. Over time, it has become clear that both
sides seek control over sovereign institutions, not only to affirm their legitimacy but also to
access financial resources, which have become central to both the political and security
landscapes. Thus, the negotiation process for a comprehensive solution is complicated not
only by political disagreements but also by the economic ramifications of the division itself.
Having two governments means two budgets and several financial channels that drain the
public treasury, increasing spending and exacerbating corruption. Attempts to unify the

government often seem to work against the interests of the competing factions, as both

benefit from the political deadlock that maintains the current division.




Furthermore, the political division cannot be separated from the conflict over natural
resources, which further deepens the crisis. Disputes over the revenues from natural
resources have become a major source of internal division. Each competing party is heavily
focused on dominating these vital resources, either directly or through control of the
sovereign institutions managing their revenues, such as the Central Bank of Libya and the
National Oil Corporation. Over the years, oil has played a significant role as a bargaining tool
in political negotiations, with oil ports frequently being shut down, most recently in 2022. A
political settlement followed, which led to the appointment of Farhat Ben Qadara as the new
head of the National Oil Corporation, although he recently resigned amidst concerns over the

possibility of oil port shutdowns reoccurring.

Security is also a crucial factor in the political deadlock, as political leaders have resorted to
armed groups to enforce their dominance. While these armed groups once operated under
political leadership, the situation has recently changed. Leaders of these groups have started
to implement the Lebanese model, seeking a political role or the establishment of a "shadow
government." The proliferation of armed groups and the absence of organised security and
military structures has weakened central authority, making any attempt to enforce the rule of
law likely to fail. Each armed group now has its own legitimacy derived from the state,
imposing its authority over some state institutions to finance itself and enhance its military
power. This situation hinders any efforts toward a sustainable political agreement that might

limit their strength.

Finally, social factors play a significant role in deepening divisions. Libyan society suffers from
longstanding tribal, regional, and more recent sectarian tensions. These divisions continue to
shape political loyalties and complicate the building of national consensus. Those benefiting
from the current situation have exploited gaps such as unequal development distribution
among regions, centralised power, and the dominance of victorious cities, further obstructing

a political solution that satisfies all parties.

The regional dimension is a key factor influencing political stagnation in Libya, as the conflict
does not involve only domestic parties but heavily intersects with the interests of
neighbouring countries. This is evident in the lack of genuine cooperation from regional
organisations such as the African Union and the Arab League, both of which face significant

challenges arising from tensions between member states and conflicting interests, weakening

the effectiveness of any initiatives to resolve the crisis.




Moreover, regional powers compete for influence in Libya, which hampers any effort to reach
a regional consensus, given the divergence of priorities and positions regarding the crisis. The
internal divisions within these organisations reflect the disagreements among their members,
limiting their ability to make decisive decisions. The involvement of international powers
further complicates the situation, as some countries support different factions to achieve

strategic gains, making a political resolution more difficult.

From another perspective, the lack of a unified vision from North African countries has
transformed the Libyan crisis into part of regional and international balances. The political
deadlock following the internal divisions has made the crisis more complicated. Neighbouring
countries could have played a more active role in mediation and formulating consensus
solutions, but this has not materialised due to several factors, including tensions between
Algeria and Morocco, differing priorities between Egypt and Algeria, and Tunisia’s neutral
stance, which did not actively engage in the resolution process. Despite this balanced

approach, Tunisia's absence did not help advance the settlement process.

Neighbouring countries have prioritised their national interests over a comprehensive
regional approach, focusing their dealings with the Libyan crisis on narrow security and
economic considerations, leading to divergent approaches. Some countries sought to
strengthen their influence by aligning with influential international powers, with Egypt moving
closer to Russia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) while supporting one party to the conflict,
while Algeria, despite limited involvement, maintained a supportive stance toward the other
side. Morocco, on the other hand, adopted a mediation approach and hosted several rounds
of dialogue, including the Skhirat and Bouznika talks, respectively in 2015, 2020 and in 2024,

which contributed to fragile agreements, notably the formation of a new government.

The regional dimension is one of the most significant factors influencing political stagnation in
Libya. The conflict is not limited to internal actors but is deeply intertwined with the interests
of neighbouring countries. This is evident in the absence of genuine cooperation from regional
organisations such as the African Union and the Arab League, both of which suffer from
significant challenges arising from tensions among member states and overlapping interests.

These factors weaken the effectiveness of any initiatives aimed at resolving the crisis.

Furthermore, regional powers are competing for influence in Libya, hindering any attempt to
achieve consensus due to diverging priorities and stances on the crisis. The divisions within

these organisations reflect the broader disagreements among their members, limiting their

ability to make decisive decisions. The situation is further complicated by the involvement of




international powers, as some countries support different factions to secure strategic gains,

making a settlement even more difficult.

From another perspective, the absence of a unified vision among North African states has
turned the Libyan crisis into a component of regional and international power struggles. The
political deadlock following internal divisions has exacerbated the crisis. Neighbouring
countries could have played a more effective role in mediation and formulating consensus-
based solutions. However, this has not materialised due to various factors, including tensions
between Algeria and Morocco, differing priorities between Egypt and Algeria, and Tunisia’s
balanced yet non-interventionist approach. Despite this approach, Tunisia’s absence has not

contributed to advancing the settlement process.

Neighbouring countries have prioritised their national interests over a comprehensive
regional approach, focusing on narrow security and economic considerations in their handling
of the Libyan crisis. This has led to differing strategies; some states have sought to enhance
their influence by aligning with powerful international actors. Egypt, for instance, has
strengthened its ties with Russia and the UAE and supported one side of the conflict, whereas
Algeria, despite its limited engagement, has politically backed the opposing side. Meanwhile,
Morocco has adopted a mediation approach, hosting several rounds of dialogue, most notably
the Skhirat and Bouznika talks in 2015, 2020, and 2024, which resulted in fragile agreements,

the most notable of which was the formation of unified government.

On Libya’s southern borders, neighbouring countries—engulfed in their internal conflicts—
have not demonstrated significant political action, despite the prominent role played by
armed groups from these states in the Libyan conflict. The Sudanese Rapid Support Forces
(RSF), led by Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo, emerged as an ally of the Libyan General Command,
while Chadian factions divided their loyalties among the Libyan warring parties. Among the
most notable Chadian factions involved in the Libyan conflict were the "Union of Forces for
Democracy and Development," led by General Mahamat Nouri, and the "Front for Change and
Concord" (FACT), led by Mahdi Ali, which has been closely linked to the Russian Wagner Group,
according to reports from the Italian news agency. Armed groups also recruited migrants from

neighbouring countries to fight in their ranks.

With the end of Libya’s fourth civil war and increasing domestic and international pressures,
most of these factions returned to their home countries. This was driven by several factors,
including the Joint Military Commission (5+5) meeting in Cairo in November 2021, which
included representatives from Sudan, Chad, and Niger under UN auspices and resulted in a

plan for the withdrawal of mercenaries. Additionally, the Libyan General Command launched




military operations against these groups' camps, forcing many of them to retreat. The 2022
Doha Agreement, signed by Chadian parties after a national dialogue, also facilitated their

departure.

However, the return of these factions to their home countries has escalated regional conflicts,
particularly in Sudan, where the RSF used weapons acquired during its involvement in the
Libyan war to launch an attack on the Sudanese army, triggering a bloody conflict that
continues to this day. Meanwhile, Chadian factions, such as the Military Council for the
Salvation of the Republic, have continued their armed activities against the Chadian

government, further destabilising the region.

The continued flow of fighters and weapons across Libya’s borders poses a serious security
challenge for the region, complicating efforts to stabilise North Africa and the Sahel. Despite
the UN arms embargo on Libya since 2011, arms smuggling has persisted at an alarming rate.
A UN report published in February 2022 confirmed that Sudanese mercenary activities in
Libya, financed by the UAE, were the primary source of funding for most armed movements
in Sudan in 2021. Although the UAE denied these accusations, multiple reports have confirmed
its continued logistical and military support for Sudanese and Chadian factions, either directly

or through Libya.1

The Institute for Security Studies (ISS) revealed that Libya remains a key transit hub for arms
smuggling to Sahel countries.2 A report by the UN Panel of Experts on Sudan indicated that
Libyan weapons have made their way into armed groups in Sudan and Chad.1 the African
Union estimates that more than 60 million firearms are circulating within Libya, making it one

of the largest black markets3.

Despite international efforts, including the UN’s arms embargo monitoring mechanism, the
flow of weapons and fighters across Libya’s southern borders continues to pose a serious
threat to Africa’s stability. It fuels civil wars, strengthens the influence of armed groups, and

obstructs any efforts to secure Libya and the broader Sahel region.

Since the outbreak of the Libyan revolution, international interventions have played a pivotal
role in shaping the conflict's trajectory, unlike what happened in Egypt and Tunisia. The

Security Council Resolution 1973, supported by the Arab League but opposed by the African

1 United Nations. The Panel of Experts on the Sudan (UN Doc. S/2021/40). New York: United Nations Security Council, 2021.
2 Koné, Hassane -Arms trafficking from Libya to Niger is back in business Pretoria: Institute for Security Studies, July 2022.

3 Chergui, Ismail. Statement by the African Union Commissioner for Peace and Security. Addis Ababa: African Union, 2019
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Union, opened the door for unbalanced military interventions. Some countries dealt with
armed factions individually, bypassing NATO leadership, which deepened their influence in

Libya and complicated the political solution.

Over time, it has become clear that the political stagnation in Libya is not only a result of
internal divisions but is fuelled by multiple international factors. Major powers have played a
key role in prolonging the crisis by supporting different parties, both politically and militarily.
The most significant international factors contributing to the ongoing deadlock can be
identified.

One notable factor is the division within the Security Council over the Libyan file, with each
country supporting a specific party to enhance its geopolitical influence in the Mediterranean,
leading to paralysis in the council's decisions and preventing decisive action. For example,
Russia used its veto power to block resolutions imposing sanctions on parties violating
ceasefire agreements, prolonging the conflict and weakening the role of the UN mission.
Moreover, the lack of consensus turned Libya into a proxy battleground for major powers,

who provided direct and indirect support to local factions.

Additionally, the divergence of interests within the European Union is another key factor in
the continued crisis. Although the EU seeks stability in Libya, the priorities and interests of
member states differ, hindering the achievement of a unified position. Italy views Libya as a
strategic, security, and economic extension due to its historical and geographical ties, while
France sees itself as having a pivotal role in the country’s future, based on its role in
overthrowing the former regime, in addition to seeking to maintain its influence in North
Africa against Russian and Chinese expansion. This competition between ltalian and French

interests weakened the EU's position and negatively impacted political resolution efforts.

The foreign military presence remains a key factor shaping Libya's landscape, serving as both
a balancing tool and a driver of political stagnation. Russia operates four air and ground
bases—Al-Khadim and Al-Jufra in the east and center, and Brak Al-Shati and Tamanhint in the
south—while likely seeking naval expansion through Libyan ports. Turkey maintains three key
bases in the west—Mitiga in Tripoli, Al-Watiya west of Tripoli, and a naval base near Misrata.
Despite international calls for withdrawal, both countries justify their presence through formal
agreements with Libyan factions, deepening internal divisions and reinforcing foreign

dependency.

Finally, shifting international priorities have led to a decline in attention to the Libyan issue.
The international community has been preoccupied with other crises, such as the Gaza

conflict, the Ukraine war, the Sudanese conflict, and the fall of the Syrian regime, which has
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relegated the Libyan crisis to a lower priority on the international agenda. Amid this "fragile
stability," potential political solutions have been delayed, further entrenching the political
deadlock.

The ongoing political stalemate in Libya is leading to geopolitical and economic complexities
at both the national and regional levels. At the national level, the Libyan economy has
witnessed a sharp decline, with real GDP contracting by 12.1% in 2022 after a growth of 28.3%
in 2021, according to the African Development Bank (AFDB).4 This economic deterioration has
disrupted development and infrastructure projects, while youth unemployment rose to 50.5%

in 2023, according to the International Labour Organization (ILO).5

The continued political deadlock and division have led to a lack of accurate data on
government spending amid a significant rise in corruption levels, as reported by Libya’s Audit
Bureau and the Attorney General’s Office. According to Transparency International, Libya
ranked poorly in the 2024 Corruption Perceptions Index.6 In December 2024, the eastern and
western governments reached a consensus on a proposal to end fuel subsidies in an attempt
to curb fuel smuggling, estimated at around $5 billion annually, signalling emerging signs of
an economic crisis. Furthermore, the ongoing political rivalry and lack of agreement on a
unified budget could lead to the use of oil as a leverage tool, potentially triggering military

clashes or substantial economic losses.

The deterioration of the economic situation will have direct repercussions on security stability.
In the absence of central control, armed groups that rely on extorting state institutions will
finance themselves through illicit sources, leading to an expansion of activities such as illegal
migration, smuggling, kidnapping, and extortion. This will further complicate the security
situation and enhance the ability of armed groups to exert broader influence. Additionally,
this conflict creates a fertile environment for the emergence of new terrorist groups, which

exacerbates security threats within the country.

At the international level, foreign interventions are likely to take a new direction amid the

ongoing political stalemate. Firstly, Turkey may undergo a shift in its priorities and interests in

4 African Development Bank. Country Brief 2021-2022 Update and Extension to December 2024. Abidjan: African
Development Bank Group, 2022.

5 International Labour Organization. ILO Modelled Estimates and Projections Database (ILOEST). Geneva: International Labour
Organization, 2025.

6 Corruption Perceptions Index, Transparency International, 2024.
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the region. There are emerging signs of a rapprochement between Ankara and Cairo, as well
as with the Libyan eastern leadership, which are key areas of influence for Russia. This Turkish
shift may stem from a desire to strengthen its economic position, particularly through
participation in reconstruction projects led by the National Development Agency in Eastern
Libya.

Turkey also seeks to enable its companies to capitalise on economic opportunities in Libya,
especially in the field of resource exploration in the maritime economic zone created because
of the maritime border delineation between Libya and Turkey. This rapprochement between
Turkey and Egypt, alongside Turkey's interest in its economic goals, may indicate a shift in
Turkish policy towards enhancing its economic influence in the region. This could also involve
a reduction in support for certain factions in the west in favour of supporting its interests in

the east.

As for Moscow, whose influence in the Middle East has been waning following the collapse of
the Syrian regime and Iran’s weakening, it will seek to expand its military and geopolitical
influence in Libya. Moscow directly supports the Libyan eastern forces, (Haftar’s Libyan
national army), thereby reinforcing its role in the crisis. If Turkey’s orientation changes,
competition between Turkey and Russia in Libya could intensify, leading to regional tensions,
though the reality suggests both nations are cooperating under the principle of partnership
and shared opportunities. However, Turkish activities in Eastern Libya may represent a clash
of interests, potentially destabilising the current balance and escalating conflict in the

Mediterranean region.

On the other hand, some international powers are not hiding their concerns over the Russian
and Turkish presence in Libya, seeing it as a direct threat to regional security, the geopolitical
and economic interests of European Mediterranean countries. For instance, the UK has
expressed concerns about Russian presence, while French influence in Africa has significantly

diminished due to Russia’s expansion.

Regionally, neighbouring countries have recently played a less active role. Egypt, a key player
in the Libyan crisis, is in a phase of recalculating its political position. Its previous interventions
have made it an unacceptable mediation party, leading to a shift in its policies, aiming to
strengthen relations with both Libyan factions through economic partnerships that provide

Egyptian companies with developmental opportunities in Libya.

Morocco continues to maintain its role as an accepted political mediator and remains eligible
to host any new political dialogue initiated by the UNSMIL in the coming months. Despite

ongoing tensions between Morocco and Algeria, Algeria has recently assumed a more

8




responsible position after its election as non-permanent member of the Security Council,
which will last until December 2025, and taking over its presidency during January 2025. It is

likely that Algeria will seek to activate the Libyan dossier within the council in 2025.

On the humanitarian front, Libya's prolonged political deadlock is deepening human suffering.
Access to essential services, such as healthcare and education, continues to deteriorate, while
reports of enforced disappearances, torture, forced displacement, and grave human rights
violations within detention centers are on the rise. According to the International Organisation
of Migration (IOM), Libya had more than 125,802 internally displaced persons (IDPs)by the

end of 2023, with no signs of improvement.7

AUN Panel of Experts report published in December 2025, described
as "harrowing", exposed systematic violations of international humanitarian and human
rights laws by five major Libyan armed groups. These violations include arbitrary detention,
extrajudicial killings, torture, and widespread destruction of civilian property. The report

underscores the lawlessness that continues to define Libya’s security landscape.

Moreover, Libya is experiencing a growing influx of displaced people from conflict-ridden
neighbouring states, particularly Sudan, where war and economic collapse are driving mass
migration. This surge in arrivals is placing additional pressure on Libya’s fragile humanitarian

infrastructure, exacerbating the already dire situation.

Regarding future dimensions, if the political deadlock persists, Libya may head towards further
division, and the scale of challenges will intensify due to several potential factors. Key among
these are: reaching a political settlement in Ukraine, the rise of extremist movements in Syria,
and the collapse of the Rapid Support Forces in Sudan, which may seek refuge in Libya. All
these factors could lead to further negative international interventions and the influx of more
foreign fighters into Libya, complicating the situation further and increasing the challenges
faced by the UNSMIL in achieving effective diplomatic solutions and comprehensive

settlement.

e Moving Beyond Traditional Solutions

Previous attempts to resolve Libya’s crisis, such as the Skhirat Agreement (2015) and the Berlin
Conference (2020), have shown that broad power-sharing agreements among rival political

elites are ineffective in the long run. These approaches only reproduce the same crises and

7 |OM Libya Annual Report, Aug 2023
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maintain the presence of actors benefiting from chaos. Therefore, a new framework is
needed—one that does not rely on political quotas but instead focuses on rebuilding the state

through strict institutional standards.
¢ The Role of an Independent Expert Committee

International experience has proven that independent committees, operating free from
political pressure, are more capable of providing sustainable solutions. For example, in Tunisia,
the "High Authority for the Achievement of the Revolution’s Objectives" played a pivotal role
in drafting the 2014 constitution, away from political party control. A similar approach could
be applied in Libya by enhancing the role of the Advisory Committee established by the
UNSMIL in Feb-2025. This committee could develop a constitutional and economic roadmap

that transcends factional interests.
e A Political Honor Charter as a Stability Mechanism

In other cases, such as the Taif Agreement in Lebanon (1989), clear political commitments
helped prevent the collapse of peace agreements. A similar approach could be adopted in
Libya through an honour code that obliges conflicting parties to renounce violence and accept
the outcomes of the political process. This would create a more stable environment for

implementing reforms.

e Restructuring Public Institutions

The number of public institutions in Libya has increased from 250 before 2011 to over 940
today, leading to excessive bureaucracy and rising corruption, according to reports from
Libya’s Audit Bureau. This institutional expansion entrenches nepotism and wasteful
spending, as many of these entities serve no real economic purpose other than providing jobs
for political loyalists. The solution lies in restructuring and reducing the number of institutions

to improve spending efficiency while enforcing strict oversight to prevent conflicts of interest.
e Diversifying Revenue Sources

Over-reliance on oil poses the greatest threat to economic stability, as petroleum accounts for
more than 95% of Libya’s revenues. Successful countries that have overcome the "resource
curse," such as the UAE, Rwanda, and Malaysia, have focused on economic diversification by
investing in non-oil productive sectors. Libya can learn from Rwanda’s experience, which
transformed from a poor agricultural economy into a regional investment hub through

structural reforms in public administration and investment policies.
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e Reducing Government Expenditures

Libya’s public spending has reached unprecedented levels relative to the size of its economy,
with expenditures rising significantly since 2011. To address this imbalance, several measures
could be implemented, including tax system reform, the gradual removal of fuel subsidies
(replacing them with direct cash transfers), and downsizing Libya’s diplomatic corps abroad.
Libyan embassies suffer from an excessive number of staff compared to other nations,

contributing to unnecessary government spending.

Strengthening Justice and Accountability: Ending Impunity

e The Need for an International Anti-Impunity Committee

The experience of the "International Commission Against Impunity in Guatemala" (established
in 2006 under UN sponsorship) demonstrated significant success in prosecuting corrupt
figures and dismantling organised crime networks within the state. A similar initiative could
be implemented in Libya to establish an independent body tasked with investigating crimes

committed during the conflict and prosecuting perpetrators.
¢ The Role of the International Criminal Court (ICC)

Despite the controversy surrounding the effectiveness of the ICC, its involvement in Libya has
become necessary to deter serious crimes and human rights violations. A UN expert
committee report published in 2025 paints a grim picture of the scale of these abuses. Local
and international authorities must work together to hold perpetrators accountable in
coordination with the ICC, ensuring that criminals cannot escape justice. This would also

support national reconciliation efforts.
e Sanctions Against States Supporting Warring Factions

According to UN reports, continued external support for militias through weapons and funding
is @ major factor prolonging Libya’s conflict. To curb this, the international community must
push for stricter sanctions through the Security Council against countries providing military
aid to any party. This would reduce the likelihood of continued warfare and encourage a

political resolution.
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CONCLUSION

Libya stands at a crossroads: it can either continue down the path of political and economic
stagnation—leading to worsening security and humanitarian conditions—or adopt a
comprehensive approach that addresses the root causes of the crisis. This requires gradual
political reform, economic diversification, and strengthened justice mechanisms. Achieving
these goals demands strong local willpower and genuine international support that focuses

on empowering institutions rather than merely managing the conflict.

Ultimately, any solution that fails to address the political, economic, and security foundations
of Libya’s crisis will merely serve as a temporary ceasefire, delaying an inevitable escalation—

not just in Libya, but across the entire region.
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