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In Focus: Libya’s Dilemma: Dependency on Militias and Reintegration Efforts  

Written by Eray Basar with research compiled by Samuel Lau  

 

During the initial days of the uprising in Libya, the unwillingness of Western powers to intervene, 

coupled with the growing factionalism within the Libyan military, resulted in a power vacuum that 

was quickly filled by ordinary citizens, mainly young men, as well as “disaffected” soldiers, who 

took up arms against the Gaddafi regime. Although initially appearing to be disorganised and frag-

mented, these volunteers began to organise themselves into groups of militias. With the backing of 

Western nations, the militias advanced against the former regime, able to easily lay their hands on 

the dictator’s abundant stocks of weaponry, reports The Washington Post. Following the demise of 

the Gaddafi government, the nascent interim government had to concentrate its time, energy and 

resources on building civil society and democratic institutions from the ground up. In such a context, 

the government remained heavily reliant on the militias for security and law enforcement, but had a 

limited capacity in organising or controlling them.  

 

Since the regime change, some of the militia groups have subsequently provided public services 

such as policing or fire fighting as well as national security and border patrol, reports the New York 

Times. However, the government’s dependency on these groups created a “state of lawlessness” in 

the country. The militias took advantage of their power; their activities have included wiretapping 

telephones to “hunt down” remaining Gaddafi loyalists, staying in exclusive hotels without paying, 

and demanding money to protect oil companies’ assets. 

 

 

Continued on page 8 
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Algeria  

Militants linked to Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) killed two Algerian soldiers on 18 October, reports Agence France-

Presse (AFP). The soldiers, dressed in civilian clothing, were returning to their barracks on a public bus when the vehicle was am-

bushed by five militants near the city of Boumerdes. El Watan reported that the soldiers were taken off the bus and executed. In oth-

er security news, several military and political officials and international affairs experts warned on 15 October about the rise of ter-

rorist activities in the Sahel during a seminar organised by the Ministry of Defence, reports Magharebia. Major General Zerad Ché-

rif, head of the Algerian army’s department of enrolment and preparation, said that “[t]he geo-strategic changes witnessed by the 

world in general, and the Sahel region in particular, have come to pose a real threat to security and stability, an obstacle to develop-

ment efforts and a stage for foreign intervention in this region”.  

 

As the 2014 presidential election approaches, the Algerian public has shown an increased willingness to install younger politicians to 

replace the “old guard”, who assumed power as the victors of the 1954-62 war of independence and overcame the Islamist challenge 

of the 1990s, according to Reuters. Ahmed Benbitour, former prime minister, believes that a “generational change is overdue” for 

Algeria, where over seventy percent of the population is under the age of thirty and youth unemployment is as high as twenty-one 

percent. While current president Abdelaziz Bouteflika is not expected to run for a fourth term, a potential successor is not yet clear. 

Although the Algerian constitution defines the state religion as Islam, political Islam remains unpopular amongst the majority in the 

country, where moderate Islamist parties were not able to win more than ten percent of seats in this year’s parliamentary elections.  

 

Libya 

Libyan authorities have singled out Ahmed Abu Khattala as the leader of the Ansar al Sharia group that carried out the attack on the 

US Consulate in Benghazi in which Ambassador Chris Stevens and three other Americans were killed, reports the New York Times. 

On the other hand, Reuters reports that US investigators are not yet clear about Khattala’s role in leading or organising the deadly 

attacks, and believe the leadership of the factionalised militant group may extend beyond one man. In addition, a Libyan Ministry of 

Interior official who refused to be named, said that there are photos of Khattala at the consulate on 11 September, but there is insuffi-

cient evidence of his involvement in the attack. Moreover, Khattala, during an interview in a Benghazi hotel with Reuters, has said 

that he is surprised about reports that he is in hiding and that his whereabouts are unknown, indicating that he is still in the city. He 

denied being a leader of Ansar al Sharia, but added that “he was friendly with the group and knew its membership well”. He also 

denied involvement in the attacks saying: “I arrived at the street parallel to the consulate and waited for other brigade leaders to show 

me the way to the buildings,” he said. “I arrived at the scene just like the others did – to see what was happening.” 

 

As of 21 October, the death toll in Bani Walid has reached 22 with over 200 wounded, as the shelling of the city by the militia forces 

aligned with the Defence Ministry continues, Reuters and state news agency LANA. About 500 peaceful demonstrators in Tripoli 

entered the grounds of the parliament buildings during a General National Congress (GNC) meeting to protest the events in Bani 

Walid and demanded an end to the violence. Moreover, GNC spokesman Omar Hamdan stated that Khamis Gaddafi, the youngest 

son of former Libyan Leader Moammar Gaddafi, was killed in a recent battle but provided no further detail, reports Tunis Afrique 

Presse. Following the statement, approximately 400 protesters stormed the television station Libya al Ahrar. The protesters claimed 

that the news about Khamis Gaddafi’s death was a “false rumour fuelling the violence and stir up tribal enmity” and demanded the 

channel provide visual evidence.  

 

A mass jail break took place in Tripoli on 10 October, when 120 prisoners escaped, reports the Associated Press (AP). The incident 

is the second major prison escape in Libya this year. Libya’s Supreme Security Committee Spokesman Abdel-Moneim al-Hurr said 

only two of the 120 prisoners have been arrested since the incident, noting that no security guards were injured, and that the police 

suspect bribes were paid to the guards to facilitate their escape. Libya has been struggling to re-establish its judiciary and security 

sectors following the eight-month civil war in 2011. 

 

Morocco 

The Amazigh (Berber) League for Human Rights claimed on 17 October that some of the 8,000-year-old stone carvings in High At-

las mountains were destroyed by radical Salafis, reports Washington Post. However, Communications Minister Mustapha Khalfi said 

during a trip to Yagour plateau on 19 October that the carvings were not damaged as stated by the rights group. The Ministry of Cul-

ture also published a statement earlier, denying the allegations against the Salafists.  

 

As a part of the recently launched Morocco-United States Strategic Dialogue, the two countries have agreed to cooperate on various 

issues including “democratic reforms, economic growth and jobs, women’s empowerment and human rights, interfaith tolerance, 

mailto:erin.foster@cimicweb.org
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 Have a question on North Africa?  
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Contact us at Med.basin@cimicweb.org or visit us online at www.cimicweb.org. 

We look forward to hearing from you!  

countering terrorism, and ending the violence in Syria”. Both countries also emphasised their commitment to a “peaceful, sustaina-

ble, mutually agreed-upon solution” to the Western Sahara issue. Regular working group meetings will be held by the leaders of the 

countries, in addition to an annual “high-level” meeting to take place in either of the capital cities of Rabat or Washington, DC.  

 

Tunisia 

A thirteenth century shrine honouring a female Sufi Muslim saint 

was set ablaze near the city of Tunis on 16 October by five men 

thought to be religious extremists, reports AP. This was one of 

several attacks on mausoleums for local saints recently carried 

out by hard-line Muslims, known as Salafis, while the ruling Is-

lamic Ennahda party appears to be passive in controlling extrem-

ist elements in the country. Human Rights Watch (HRW) called 

on the government of Tunisia to address religious extremism and 

investigate recent attacks. The rights group said they are able to 

provide evidence of several attacks by religious conservatives 

against political activists this year. Joe Stork, deputy director for 

HRW’s Middle East and North Africa Programs said that “[t]he 

failure of Tunisian authorities to investigate these attacks en-

trenches the religious extremists’ impunity and may embolden 

them to commit more violence”. In related news, the leader of the 

ruling Ennahda party, Rachid Ghannouchi, warned that demonis-

ing Salafi groups only makes them stronger and pushes them to 

act more boldly, reports Reuters. Ghannouchi said “[o]ne must 

distinguish between the fundamentalists that turn to violence and the others” and added that the some Salafi movements should be-

come a part of the country’s transition to democracy within the limits of the law.   

 

A violent pro-Ennahda group, calling itself “Committee for the Protection of the Revolution” lynched Lotfi Naguedh, a senior party 

official of the opposition party Nidaa Tounes ( “The Call of Tunisia” ) during a protest in the town of Tataouine on 18 October, in-

forms AFP. Opposition leader Beji Caid Essebsi called the incident the “first political assassination since the revolution”. He also 

blamed the protests on Ennahda and its ally, the Congress for the Republic party. The governing Ennahda party blamed the opposi-

tion group for “provoking the violence and throwing petrol bombs at protesters”. The Tunisian League for the Defence of Human 

Rights condemned the violence and called for the dissolution of the association, which has been linked to several recent incidents of 

violence.  

 

Following a mass strike by journalists on 17 October, the Tunisian government vowed to activate decrees 115 and 116, reports Ma-

gharebia. The two decrees regulate written as well as audio-visual media, and secure their independence. Protesters demanded the 

government stop appointing high level public media officials. In addition, the Tunisian government announced the launch of a new 

internet television, reports Reuters. Minister of the Economy Rida Saidi said on 18 October: “We decided to launch Kasbah TV on 

the Internet in order to end the isolation of the government in local media and be able to provide information to citizens about the 

achievements of the government”. He added that the channel will start broadcasting by the end of the month.  
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Egypt 

Egypt is currently in the final phase of negotiations with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for a USD 4.8 billion loan, which is 

not expected to be finalised until the end of the year. Meanwhile, Egypt is looking to secure funds to cover its short-term needs, in-

cluding up to USD two billion from Algeria. Prime Minister Hisham Kandil will visit Algeria on 22 October to discuss possible fi-

nancial assistance to Egypt, according to Reuters. During the past year, Saudi Arabia and Qatar have also provided financial assis-

tance to Egypt to stabilise its economy. 

 

Two senior Muslim Brotherhood officials, Mohamed el-Beltagy and Essam el-Erian, are under investigation by Attorney General 

Abdel-Meguid Mahmoud, for possibly provoking supporters of President Mohamed Morsi to attack female protesters in Tahrir 

Square on 12 October, reports Bikya Masr. A female activist claims that during the protest, Brotherhood supporters purposefully 

sought out and attacked women demonstrators. In related news, Egypt’s former ruling generals, including Field Marshal Hussein 

Tantawi and chief-of-staff Lieutenant General Sami Enan, will be investigated regarding their roles in the deaths of protesters fol-

lowing the 2011 revolution, while the country was under military control, informs Reuters. Families of the victims have filed com-

plaints over the deaths. Both Tantawi, former head of the military council, and Enan were removed from their posts, along with other 

top generals, by President Morsi in August 2012.  

 

The Muslim Brotherhood’s political wing, the Freedom and Justice Party, (FJP) elected a new chairman on 19 October, reports Reu-

ters. Saad al-Katatni will replace President Mohamed Morsi as leader of FJP, and has stated that he will actively seek a majority in 

parliament by establishing alliances with rival parties, which could include the ultraconservative Salafist political party, al-Nour.   

 

The draft constitution continues to be the subject of debate and protests following its release by the Constituent Assembly last week, 

reports Ahram Online. Article 2, in particular, has generated significant controversy amongst liberals and conservative Islamists, 

including Salafists. The current draft refers to the “principles” of Islamic Sharia law as the main source of all legislation. Salafists, 

however, want the term “principles” replaced simply with “Islamic Sharia”. Salafist leaders have threatened to call for mass protests 

if Article 2 is not amended. The National Association for Change (NAC) general coordinator Ahmed Bahaaeddin Shaaban has called 

the threats “an undemocratic tactic used by the religious current to pressure society.” 

 

Amnesty International has called for the immediate release of an Egyptian Coptic Christian, Alber Saber, who was arrested on suspi-

cion of posting an anti-Islam film online that ignited Muslim protests around the world, reports Reuters. Saber was arrested in Cairo 

last month and charged with blasphemy after some of his neighbours accused him of uploading clips of the film “Innocence of Mus-

lims” and making another movie that mocks all religions. The case has raised concerns over freedom of expression under President 

Morsi. If Saber is found guilty, he could be sent to jail for up to six years, according to Amnesty International. The rights group is-

sued a statement from the deputy director of its Middle East and North Africa programme, Hassiba Hadj Sahraoui, referring to Saber 

as a “prisoner of conscience, detained solely for peacefully exercising his right to freedom of expression.” 

 

South Sudan 

President Salva Kiir Mayardit addressed rumours of a possible coup attempt on 16 October while speaking to officers of the Sudan 

People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) in Juba, reports Sudan Tribune. Kiir warned the officers against joining any attempt, and cau-

tioned that any successful coup leader would not be recognised by the international community and would remain politically isolat-

ed. He counselled that those who want to lead the country should do so through democratic processes. Earlier this month, Major-

General Simon Gatwec Dual was arrested and remains in custody pending an investigation, but the SPLA denies his incarceration is 

related to coup rumours and possible links to a militia in Jonglei state led by David Yau Yau, informs Bloomberg. The leadership of 

the Nuer Youth Executive Council (NYEC) demanded the release of the army general, claiming that the arrest is part of an alleged 

ploy to side-line Nuer army officers from the SPLA, reports the Sudan Tribune.  

 

South Sudan’s Minister of Petroleum and Mining Stephen Dhieu Dau, announced that the government had completed an assessment 

of all oil infrastructure within the country and determined that it was technically ready to recommence operations within three 

months, reports Associated Press (AP). The government has instructed all foreign and national oil companies to resume oil produc-

tion and prepare to export oil through Sudan. Oil production was halted by the South Sudanese government in January 2012 follow-

ing a disagreement with the Sudanese government over the amount of fees to be paid for using Sudan’s oil transport infrastructure. 

The resumption of oil exports is expected to provide much needed economic relief to South Sudan, which depends on oil for ninety-

eight percent of its national budget.  
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Amid public protests within South Sudan, parliament overwhelmingly ratified an agreement with Sudan to end hostilities and restart 

oil production, reports Sudan Tribune. Fifteen members of parliament approved the agreement, with reservations about a fourteen-

mile demilitarised zone on the border with Sudan, the establishment of which has incited protesters. President Kiir convened with 

elders and leaders from Northern Bahr el Ghazal state to assure them Juba had no intention of “gifting” their region to Khartoum, 

reports Sudan Tribune. He insisted the recent establishment of a fourteen-mile buffer zone was a “temporary security arrangement” 

to allow international monitors to assess the area.  

 

Sudan 

The United Nations (UN) has reported that more than 900,000 people have been displaced or severely affected by fighting in the 

two Sudanese states of Blue Nile and South Kordofan, up from the previous estimates of 655,000 people. Around 350,000 were 

affected in rebel-held areas in South Kordofan and 70,000 in Blue Nile as a result of fighting between the Sudanese Armed Forces 

(SAF) and the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement-North (SPLM-N) rebel group (for more information see CFC report: Sudan’s 

Southern Rebellion: the “Two Areas”). According to Sudanese government officials, more than 600 people, predominantly civil-

ians, have been killed in the two states, reports Reuters. A total of 791 have been wounded and more than 150 have been reported 

missing. The number of SPLM-N rebels that have been killed or wounded remains unknown. A report released by the Enough Pro-

ject stated that 81.5 percent of households are now surviving on one meal per day in South Kordofan and called for immediate deliv-

ery of humanitarian aid. 

 

In western Darfur one international peacekeeper was killed and three wounded on 17 October, two weeks after four Nigerian peace-

keepers were killed, reports Reuters. UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon and all fifteen members of the UN Security Council de-

manded an investigation into the attack and that those responsible be brought to justice, reports al Jazeera. Sudanese state news 

agency SUNA reported that rebels in Sudan’s western Darfur region launched an attack on government forces on 19 October that 

killed several people, reports Reuters. The rebels also seized five military vehicles, heavy weapons and ammunition. Though vio-

lence has decreased since its peak in 2003 and 2004, law and order have collapsed in part of the territory and tribal fighting and 

clashes between rebels and SAF have continued.  

 

Sudan’s parliament voted overwhelmingly on 17 October to ratify an 

agreement with South Sudan to end hostilities and restart oil exports, ac-

cording to Reuters. Government officials stated that Sudan is currently 

pumping 120,000 barrels per day (bpd), falling short of its 180,000 bpd 

target for 2012. In a recent report, the International Energy Agency (IEA) 

projected that Sudan will not see a jump in oil production for five years 

despite intensified efforts to expand exploration and production, accord-

ing to Sudan Tribune. In other economic news, the Sudanese Minister of 

Finance and National Economy, Ali Mahmoud Abdel Rasoul, said that the 

cooperation agreement signed between Sudan and South Sudan in Sep-

tember is already fostering “international acceptance” to forgive Khar-

toum’s large external debt, reports Sudan Tribune.  

 

EU ambassadors met with the Darfur Regional Authority (DRA) and ex-

pressed concerns over travel restrictions imposed by Sudanese security 

services on international experts visiting Darfur to identify and assess 

possible aid projects for returning IDPs and refugees, reports Sudan Trib-

une. The DRA is tasked with implementing the Doha Document for Peace 

in Darfur. 
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Ethiopia 

Peace talks have failed between the Ethiopian government and the Ogaden National Liberation Front (ONLF), according to the Su-

dan Tribune. The talks were derailed in Nairobi, Kenya last week after the ONLF delegation refused to accept “the constitution of 

Ethiopia and work within the constitutional framework”, according to government representatives. The rebel group, which has car-

ried out an insurgency for over two decades in Ethiopia’s Ogaden region, argues the Ethiopian government’s insistence that ONLF 

accept the national constitution is a violation of an earlier agreement between the two parties. 

 

Ethiopia’s new Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn announced last week that the country will register over eleven percent eco-

nomic growth during the 2012/2013 fiscal year, informs the Sudan Tribune. The prediction of double digit growth is higher than the 

International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) recent estimate of seven percent. Desalegn also stated that his administration has plans to cre-

ate up to 1.7 million new jobs and that the rate of inflation has declined from forty percent to nineteen percent as a result of recent 

stabilisation measures. Ethiopia has become the fastest-growing non-oil producing African economy, exceeding that of Kenya.  

 

Ethiopia is struggling to cope with the continued flow of refugees from So-

malia, reports Voice of America. The United Nations High Commissioner 

for Refugees (UNHCR) reports that almost 2,000 Somali refugees arrive 

daily at the registration office in the overcrowded Dollo Ado refugee com-

plex in south-eastern Ethiopia, fleeing the protracted Somali conflict. The 

complex now houses over 170,000 persons, making it the second largest 

refugee complex after the Dadaab camp in Kenya. Approximately one-third 

of Somalis fleeing the country during 2012 have sought refuge in Ethiopia, 

which currently hosts over 214,000 Somali refugees.   

 

Kenya 

Kenya has issued a warning to members of the Mombasa Republican Coun-

cil (MRC), a separatist group campaigning for the secession of the country’s 

coastal region after what it refers to as decades of social and economic mar-

ginalisation by the Kenyan government, informs Reuters. Government offi-

cials, in an effort to increase security in the lead up to scheduled elections in 

2013, have told MRC members to surrender or be arrested. Kenyan officials 

believe that MRC has now been infiltrated by the al-Qaeda-linked group al 

Shabaab. Last week, Kenyan police arrested MRC leader Omar Mwam-

nuadzi, charging him with possession of firearms and inciting violence.  

 

Kenya’s tourism industry, one of its main sources of revenue, has suffered due to increasing insecurity from Islamist security 

threats, reports Reuters. Fears of revenge by al Shabaab militants have escalated since the Kenyan military entered Somalia as a part 

of the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) earlier this year. Subsequent grenade and gun attacks in Nairobi and Momba-

sa have deterred visitors. Furthermore, apprehensions about a repeat of the 2007 post-election violence continue and recent riots in 

Mombasa and inter-tribal fighting further north on the coast also continue to affect tourism. Tourism brought USD 1.18 billion into 

the country during 2011; however, the government reports that the number of tourist visiting the country had dropped by twenty-

two percent between January and August of this year.  

 

Chief prosecutor Fatou Bensouda of the International Criminal Court (ICC) has stated that politicians charged with crimes against 

humanity will not be granted immunity should they win in upcoming national elections in March 2013, reports Africa Review. Dur-

ing a visit to Nairobi on 22 October, Bensouda ruled out rescheduling ICC criminal proceedings to accommodate planned elections, 

stating that the ICC is not bound to the Kenyan political process. The prosecutor is in Kenya preparing for upcoming ICC trials of 

four Kenyans charged with crimes against humanity, which will be held in April 2013 in The Hague. Bensouda will conduct several 

meetings to gather information during her five-day trip, including a meeting at the Kiambaa church where seventeen people were 

burnt alive during the post-election violence. 

 

The state-run National Oil Corporation of Kenya (NOCK) announced its plans to build a USD 500 million oil jetty in Mombasa 

with the capacity to accommodate ships carrying up to 120,000 MT of crude oil, informs Reuters. The project includes improve-

ments to current infrastructure, such as oil storage facilities, which should reduce costs incurred by delays in unloading cargo. Con-
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struction is set to begin in July 2013 and is expected to take two years to complete with funding provided by an undisclosed private

-public partnership.  

 

Somalia 
The UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General (SRSG) for Somalia, Dr. Augustine Mahiga, welcomed news that the So-

mali parliament had unanimously approved Mr. Abdi Farah Shiridon as Prime Minister of Somali on 17 October, reports Shabelle 

News. Calling the approval evidence of progress in Somalia, the SRSG went on to say “The United Nations Political Office for 

Somalia recognizes that by approving the new Prime Minister the Federal Parliament has cast a vote of confidence in the new lead-

ership. I call on the new Prime Minister to appoint without delay a new Council of Ministers.” In related news, the SRSG, with the 

African Union (AU), has requested the UN Security Council to approve funding for a Kenyan naval unit as a part of the AU’s mili-

tary mission in Somalia (AMISOM), reports Shabelle News. Kenya has informally provided naval support to AMISOM, but its 

naval units have never been fully integrated into the mission. As such, Kenya has absorbed all associated operating costs. However, 

if integrated into AMISOM, operating costs would be covered by the US and European Union governments under the auspices of 

the UN. Kenya’s naval units recently led the attack against al Shabaab in the port city of Kismayo, and the AU wants continued 

naval support for the mission to ensure its ability to adequately conduct patrols along the Somali coast around Kismayo and other 

port cities.  

 

Journalists in Somaliland are facing mounting harassment and detention by local security forces, reports the Integrated Regional 

Information Networks (IRIN). In an effort to avoid persecution within the semi-autonomous region, journalists are self-censoring 

their work. The secretary general of the Somaliland Journalist Association (SOLJA), Mohamed-Rashid Muhumed Farah, stated that 

“More than 60 journalists were arrested in the first six months of 2012 compared to less than 20 journalists in the last six months of 

2011,” while the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) has 

reported that during the first six months of 2012 over fifty jour-

nalists were arrested and detained by police, typically without a 

warrant, and at least fifteen journalists have been killed.   

 

Internally displaced persons (IDPs) located in Luuq, in Soma-

lia’s southern Gedo region, have appealed for humanitarian as-

sistance, reports IRIN. Ali Mohamed, a representative of the 

IDP settlement, says thousands of IDPs, mainly women, chil-

dren and elderly, are living in overcrowded conditions, and ur-

gently need basics, such as shelter and potable water. Mohamed 

reports that conditions in the camp continue to deteriorate on a 

daily basis, there is little food, shelter or health services availa-

ble, and up to 3,000 families currently reside in the ad hoc set-

tlement. UNHCR has stated that they are aware of the IDPs’ 

situation and continue to work through local partners to address 

the needs of the IDPs. The refugee agency estimates that there 

are approximately 16,380 IDPs in Luuq, residing in ten settle-

ments, many of whom were displaced during the 2011 food 

crisis.  

Page 7 23 October 2012 

 Have a question on Horn of Africa?  
Submit an RFI or recommend a topic for future In Focus coverage. 

Contact us at Med.basin@cimicweb.org or visit us online at www.cimicweb.org. 

We look forward to hearing from you!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IDP settlement in Luuq    Source: IRIN 

http://shabelle.net/un-welcomes-parliaments-endorsement-of-prime-minister-abdi-farah-shirdon/
http://shabelle.net/un-urged-to-approve-funding-for-kenyas-navy-in-somalia/
http://www.irinnews.org/Report/96570/SOMALIA-Somaliland-journalists-under-fire
http://www.irinnews.org/Report/96603/SOMALIA-IDPs-in-Luuq-seek-more-assistance
http://www.irinnews.org/Report/96603/SOMALIA-IDPs-in-Luuq-seek-more-assistance
mailto:mediterranean@cimicweb.org?subject=recommended%20report%20topic
http://www.cimicweb.org
http://www.irinnews.org/photo/


 

 Page 8 23 October 2012 

The attacks on the US Consulate in Benghazi on 11 September, which resulted in the death of Ambassador Christopher Stevens and 

three other Americans, marked a turning point in the role of armed groups in Libya. Ansar al Sharia, one of the major militia groups 

in Benghazi, was suspected of being behind the deadly attacks, affecting a pub-

lic outcry against the uncontrolled power of the militias. On 21 September, hun-

dreds of protesters marched through Benghazi calling for an end to the armed 

groups and a return to the rule of law, reports Agence France-Presse (AFP). 

Later, protesters attacked militia bases in Benghazi, first attacking a group based 

in a security building in central Benghazi, then attacking the headquarters of the 

Ansar al Sharia and forcing their fighters to flee. Ansar al Sharia later issued a 

statement saying that they had withdrawn from their bases “in the interest of 

security”. Protesters then attacked the headquarters of the Raf Allah al Sahati 

brigade, apparently unaware that it was approved and authorised under the Min-

istry of Defence to guard a sizeable weapons storehouse, according to Al 

Jazeera. On the following day, members of the Raf Allah al Sahati group re-

turned to their base, while Libyan government forces took over the bases of oth-

er two groups that were attacked. Eleven people were killed and more than sev-

enty were wounded during the clashes. Al Jazeera asserted “the attacks on the 

Ansar al-Sharia and other militia compounds across Benghazi mark an extraor-

dinary transformation in a country where the authorities had seemed largely 

powerless to curb the influence of militia groups armed with heavy weapons.” 

 

On 22 September, Libyan authorities announced a ban on all unauthorised militias, reports Al Jazeera. President Mohammed al 

Megarief said: “We’re disbanding all the armed groups that do not fall under the authority of the government. We’re also banning 

the use of violence and carrying of weapons in public places. It’s also illegal to set up checkpoints. We’ve instructed the appropriate 

government agencies to ensure that these directives are implemented”. Just hours before the announcement, Abu Slim and Ansar al 

Sharia militias announced their intention to disarm and leave their bases, vacating a total of five bases in the eastern city of Derna. A 

newly formed unit of the Libyan Army, the “National Mobile Force” carried out nonviolent raids in and around Tripoli and military 

units have moved into former militia bases, reports CNN. Prime minister spokesman Mohammed Al-Akkari said that the “operation 

[was] running smoothly with no militias offering resistance”. In the following week, Libyan authorities collected weapons from mi-

litias in arms collection drives, informs Reuters.  

 

Government efforts to restrain the militias’ power have made progress; however, there are still several active armed groups that are 

not in compliance with the government ban. For instance, the Ansar al Sharia group fled to the Green Mountains region after the 

protests in Benghazi, where they were blockaded by the Libyan forces, informs The Guardian. However, according to the army 

taskforce commander, Colonel Hamid Hassi, their forces lack the necessary equipment and firepower to further pursue the militants. 

Moreover, on 17 October, pro-government Libya Shield militia group besieged the town of Bani Walid and clashed with armed 

men, where many are still loyal to Gaddafi, reports Associated Press (AP). The militias’ refusal to submit to the current government 

is threefold. First, militia leaders argue that many of the officers in the national army and police are former employees of the regime 

and Gaddafi loyalists. Ismail el-Salabi, one of the brigade leaders, describing the situation in his own view says “[t]he whole govern-

ment is infiltrated”. Second, many militia leaders enjoy their newfound power and prestige and are unwilling to relinquish control of 

their men to the government. Third, as Wyre Davies of BBC reports, the Islamist militia groups such as Ansar al Sharia, “reject the 

notion of a Western-style democratic Libya. To them, democracy is incompatible with Islam”. To this end, enforcing government 

control is a difficult task for the Libyan authorities and one that is not likely to be done voluntarily.  

 

Although the government outlawed militias and integrated others into national security forces, full control over the militia groups in 

the near future seems doubtful. The militia groups, for their part, threaten to “cut of the vital services they provide”. Moreover, the 

groups have considerable support and sympathy from some Libyan citizens due to the social and security services they provide, ac-

cording to the New York Times. The groups that are aligned with the government choose rival sides, such as the defence minister, 

military chief of staff and the interior minister. In addition, political parties are reportedly aligning with militia groups, creating the 

danger of a system of warlords, in which politicians may channel government funds to their armed forces. Government efforts to 

curb militias’ power and the general public’s backing to such efforts are promising developments for Libya; however, given the 

power the militias hold, fully controlling such armed groups may be a challenge for the country.  
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