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TRIPOLI: Libyan strongman Khalifa Haftar’s
capture of the strategic city of Sirte on Monday
was a major setback for Tripoli’s UN-recognized
government, analysts say. The fresh advance by
Haftar’s self-styled Libyan National Army comes
as Turkey deploys troops — 35 so far, in a train-
ing capacity — to bolster the beleaguered Gov-
ernment of National Accord.

Diplomatic efforts to contain the spiraling
crisis saw Turkey and Russia on Wednesday call
for a ceasefire, despite supporting opposing
sides of the conflict. But Libya’s rival factions
have not yet responded.

Sirte was controlled by forces loyal to the
GNA after they expelled Islamic State jihadists
from the coastal city in 2016. But after a local
Salafist militia switched sides, the city fell with-
out fighting to Haftar’s Libya Arab Armed Forces
(LAAF), which has been fighting to seize Tripoli
from the GNA since last April.

The hometown of Moamer Kadhafi, Sirte
paid a heavy price after the longstanding dicta-
tor was ousted in a 2011 NATO-backed rebel-
lion. Many in Sirte welcomed Haftar’s forces as
they did not support the GNA — whose forces
are mostly former anti-Kadhafi rebels from Mis-
rata, a city between Sirte and Tripoli.  

New front?
Along with undermining the morale of GNA

forces, “the loss of Sirte will significantly reduce
(their) military and strategic position vis-a-vis”
the LAAF, said Jalel Harchaoui, a researcher at
the Clingendael Institute.

Since Haftar launched his Tripoli offensive, his
troops have also mobilized to block any poten-
tial counter attack on Libya’s “oil crescent” in
the northeast, under Haftar’s control since 2016.
Haftar feared GNA forces could use Sirte’s air-

base to carry out strikes on his eastern strong-
hold, according to Harchaoui. Threats from Sirte
against the LAAF, until recently known as the
Libyan National Army, “constituted a kind of
sword of Damocles hanging over Haftar,” he said.
The loss of Sirte also puts pressure on the eastern
flank of pro-GNA forces defending the capital in
Tripoli’s southern suburbs, Harchaoui added. Ac-
cording to Emad Badi of the Middle East Institute,
Haftar is looking to turn Misratan forces towards
Sirte in order to weaken Tripoli’s defenses.

His forces may look to open a new front
against Misrata, 200 kilometers (120 miles) east
of Tripoli, which previously blocked their ad-
vance west, according to Hamish Kinnear, an an-
alyst at Verisk Maplecroft. “Misratan militias will
prioritise protecting their home city” if the
LAAF advances on it, he said.  “This will put
enormous pressure on the GNA’s war effort in
Tripoli itself.” 

‘Important setback’
“Strategically, the loss of Sirte makes it much

more difficult for GNA-affiliated forces to harass
Haftar’s supply lines,” said Wolfram Lacher, a re-
searcher at the German Institute for Interna-
tional and Security Affairs. The loss of Sirte
comes as Turkey is sending troops to support
the GNA against Haftar, who is supported by
Ankara’s rivals the United Arab Emirates and
Egypt. Russia is also accused of sending fighters
to support Haftar, something Moscow denies. 

While Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdo-
gan has made grand pronouncements about
supporting Tripoli, in reality he will be forced to
proceed slowly, Harchaoui said. Turkey may de-
cide to defend limited territory, such as down-
town Tripoli and other enclaves, he said. 

But “the loss of Sirte makes Turkish support

all the more urgent for the GNA,” said Lacher.
While Turkish drones have resumed attacking
pro-Haftar forces in recent days, the GNA still
needs greater air capabilities, Lacher told AFP.

Advisers are already helping GNA troops fly
the drones and jam signals from Haftar’s un-
manned aircraft, experts say. The Turkish de-
ployment may in large part be a propaganda
move aimed at halting Haftar’s Tripoli offensive,

the analysts believe. Erdogan on Wednesday ap-
peared alongside his Russian counterpart
Vladimir Putin in Istanbul to call for a ceasefire
in Libya from Sunday. The pair united to issue a
joint statement calling for a truce “supported by
the necessary measures to be taken for stabiliz-
ing the situation on the ground”. Haftar mean-
while was in Rome Wednesday for talks with
Italian premier Giuseppe Conte. — AFP

UN refugee
agency probing
corruption in
Uganda, Kenya
GENEVA: The UN refugee agency said
yesterday it was probing new allega-
tions of fraud in its resettlement pro-
gram in Kenya and Uganda after a
report in German magazine Stern alleg-
ing graft. “We can confirm that we have
received allegations related to resettle-
ment fraud in Uganda and Kenya,”
UNHCR spokeswoman Cecile Pouilly
said, without elaborating.

Stern reported that an illegal “market”
had grown up around the resettlement
program in the Ugandan capital Kampala
in which intermediaries acted between
local UNHCR officials and refugees will-
ing to pay to be resettled.

Under the program, vulnerable
refugees are given a home in third coun-
tries. The leading host countries for re-
settled refugees last year were the United

States, Canada and Britain, according to
UN data. The Stern report said refugees
were paying about $2,500 (2,250 euros)
each to get resettled, with the corruption
also including fake medical certificates to
ease entry.

UNHCR has previously investigated
five graft cases involving its personnel in
Kenya in 2016-17, which it said had been
passed on to national authorities. “We
strongly condemn any attempt to under-
mine the integrity of our resettlement
program or to exploit vulnerable
refugees,” Pouilly said.

The UN agency considered 1.4 million
people to have resettlement needs in
2019 alone, but only around 55,000 peo-
ple departed for resettlement countries
last year. The limited number of places “is
a factor that weighs heavily in favor of
those wishing to exploit the desperation
of refugees,” Pouilly said.

Since the 2016-17 cases in Kenya,
UNHCR said it had raised awareness
among refugees that all its services were
free. It also strengthened its investigative
powers. The agency reported a 60 per-
cent rise in the number of disciplinary ac-
tions it had taken between 2017 and 2018,
and said 10 staff members were dismissed
for corruption. — AFP

Turkey-Libya
deals ‘void’:
Egypt, France,
Greece, Cyprus
CAIRO: France, Greece, Egypt and Cyprus on
Wednesday declared “null and void” agreements
between Ankara and Libya assigning Turkey rights
over a vast area of the eastern Mediterranean. A
statement issued by the foreign ministers of the
four countries — who met in Cairo — said the
controversial agreements undermined regional
stability. Their Italian counterpart, who also took
part in the meeting, did not sign the statement.

The two agreements denounced by the four
Mediterranean states are a military pact and a
maritime deal, signed in November by the head
of Libya’s Government of National Accord Fayez
al-Sarraj and Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan. Ankara is a key ally of the GNA in its
fight against eastern Libya based strongman
Khalifa Haftar.

Libya has seen a recent escalation of the tur-

moil that has gripped the oil-rich country since a
NATO-backed uprising killed dictator Moamer
Kadhafi in 2011, with Haftar trying to capture
Tripoli from the UN-recognized government.

On Wednesday, Erdogan announced that
Turkey has deployed 35 soldiers to Libya to sup-
port the GNA in a non-fighting capacity against
Haftar, who is supported by Ankara’s rivals the
United Arab Emirates and Egypt.

But it is the maritime delimitation agreement
that has outraged Greece, Egypt and Cyprus,
awarding Turkey exploration rights in a gas-rich
area of the Mediterranean where the three states
also have significant interests.

The agreement “infringes upon the sovereign
rights of third states, does not comply with the law
of the sea” and does not have legal enforceability,
the ministers said in their statement. The ministers
“reiterated the necessity of full respect of the sov-
ereignty and the sovereign rights of all states in
their maritime zones in the Mediterranean.”

They condemned Turkey’s drilling in the exclu-
sive economic zone and territorial waters of the
Republic of Cyprus, calling on Ankara to “imme-
diately cease all illegal exploration activities.”
Cyprus is divided between the south — an EU
member state — and the north, which has been
occupied by Turkey since 1974 in response to an
Athens-engineered Greek Cypriot coup. — AFP

Haftar’s Sirte seizure major blow
to Libya government, analysts say

ROME: This photo taken and handed out on January 8, 2020 by the Palazzo Chigi Press Office shows
Italy’s Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte (left) escorting Libya’s military strongman Khalifa Haftar at
Palazzo Chigi in downtown Rome upon his arrival for a meeting as part of Europe’s accelerating diplo-
matic efforts to seek ways to ease crisis. — AFP


