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Introduction  

The Humanitarian Policy Group (HPG) at the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) 

organised a roundtable meeting to discuss the situation in Libya and to reflect on the current 

response of the international community and its protection objectives. The discussion 

considered the impact military intervention is having on the civilian population and the 

ability of humanitarian actors to assess and respond to needs on the ground. Given the 

sensitivities of this topic and to promote an open and frank discussion the meeting was held 

under the Chatham House Rule. What follows is a summary of the discussion. 

 

International military intervention and the protection of civilians 

The UN‟s authorisation of the use of force was the culmination of a series of measures to stop 

the violent suppression of protesters in Libya. These measures included the initial 

recommendation that Libya be suspended from the Human Rights Council; the referral of the 

situation to the ICC; and the application of a travel ban and an arms embargo. These efforts 

did not have the desired results and on the 17th March 2011, the Security Council authorised 

resolution 1973, which implemented a no fly zone and allowed for the use of force to protect 

the civilian population.  

These overall series of measures can be seen as evidence that the international community 

sought various options to mitigate the violence against civilians before opting for the use of 

force. UN Resolution 60/1 of 2005 provided a criterion to assess the legitimacy of armed 

“humanitarian” intervention.  This consisted of an occurrence of serious violations of human 

rights, guidance of proper purpose, the failure of diplomatic negotiation, the proportionality 

of the intervention and the balance of consequences (that the intervention not cause more 

harm than it seeks to mitigate).  

The criterion seems to have been applied by the international community for intervention in 

Libya. As one speaker stated, the series of diplomatic procedures attempted in the weeks 

preceding the intervention can be seen as evidence that other options had been exhausted. 

Protecting civilians seems to have been the overriding motivation, although there may have 

been an element of revenge for Libya‟s past involvement in international terrorism. The 

intervention has also been kept within the bounds of proportionality and is limited by the 

resolution itself (e.g. no ground forces are permitted).  Although it is too soon to assess the 
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balance of consequences, the outcome will depend on how the conflict develops. Determining 

factors include whether or not the conflict becomes a protracted civil war and whether the 

parties to the conflict do, or do not, respect international norms with regard to the conduct of 

war.   

However, it could also be argued that the diplomatic efforts to stem the violence against 

civilians were not given adequate time and that the authorisation of armed intervention - 

within three weeks - was premature. In other similar circumstances, more gradual approaches 

have been employed, allowing time for measures to have an effect. In this case, the UN 

Special Envoy and the African Union Envoy made only one visit to Tripoli. Diplomatic 

efforts seem to be have been overtaken by the desire of some members of the Security 

Council to act militarily. The fact that Libya was put on the Security Council agenda at all is 

in itself surprising since there was little discussion of whether the situation constituted a 

threat to international peace and security, a prerequisite for Security Council discussions that 

is usually applied very strictly. The stated purpose of armed intervention was to protect 

civilians, who were the initial target of government forces. However, while the conflict 

escalated in the period prior to UNSCR 1973, the focus of government attacks shifted from 

civilian to military targets.   Even so, protection of civilians remained a concern. Civilians 

were exposed to harm from battles taking place in densely populated urban areas and the 

government‟s continued use of detainment, kidnapping, and torture. Harassment of sub-

Saharan African migrant workers, believed to be mercenaries, appears to have been carried 

out by both parties to the conflict. Yet the situation was not more extreme than in other 

countries, such as Sri Lanka or Zimbabwe, where the international community chose not to 

intervene. Regional support, from the Arab League, may have been a key factor that made 

intervention feasible. 

The evolving political situation and possible scenarios  

There are three possible scenarios that might emerge in the aftermath of armed military 

intervention in Libya, the humanitarian consequences of which will need to be considered. 

First, that there is a breakdown of authority and order across the country. Neither the current 

government nor opposition forces are able to take control and impose order.  

Second, there is a stalemate between government and opposition forces but both are able to 

maintain control in the West and East of the country, respectively. This scenario is unlikely to 

prove sustainable and such a stalemate would not lead to the division of the country into East 

and West. The strong sense of national identity that exists in the country along with economic 

dependence is likely to prevent its fragmentation. Tribal identities no longer command the 

same power that they did in the past.   

Third, opposition forces are successful in overthrowing the government. This is achieved by 

maintaining control of Misrata, securing the road between Benghazi and Tripoli, instigating 

popular revolts in Tripoli and neighbouring towns and the widespread desertion of officials 

from Muammar Gaddafi‟s regime. This scenario is likely to take some time and is partly 

dependent on continuing support by international coalition forces. Disengagement by the 
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international community could create an alternative scenario in which Muammar Gaddafi is 

able to make significant gains over opposition forces and maintain power in Libya.   

Depending on these scenarios, it will be possible to determine, on balance, whether 

international military intervention succeeded in preventing a greater loss of civilian life than 

if there had been no intervention. 

There has been very little social or political analysis applied to the situation in Libya, partly 

because of the country‟s extreme isolation over the years.  Whatever the reason, the lack of 

analysis of the political factions and the social make up or likely vulnerabilities of the 

population means that decisions are being based on inadequate and unverifiable information. 

The almost complete lack of information on the situation in Western Libya is particularly 

worrying and more efforts are needed to engage in dialogue with Libyan authorities and 

community leaders. 

More planning needs to be done on preparing for the humanitarian implications of worst case 

scenarios. These can include rising food prices due to disrupted imports; the implications of 

the unsustainably high costs of repatriation programmes; changing positions of neighbouring 

governments; and the possibility of wages rising due to decreased labour supply creating 

larger incentives for third nationals to remain in Libya, despite the risks. Humanitarian 

organisations have a tendency to focus on the short term and more needs to be done to ensure 

long-term strategic approaches are also developed, which an agency such as OCHA would be 

best placed to take the lead on 

Humanitarian needs and the international response  

From what information is available, the humanitarian situation appears to be mixed. In the 

East of the country, humanitarian organisations have significant access and concerns are 

mainly related to people‟s protection. This includes protection from air strikes and fighting in 

highly densely populated urban areas. However, there are no mass movements of displaced 

persons from the East of the country and there is no dramatic shortage of supplies. Needs for 

the most part are being met through local support mechanisms, funds raised by the opposition 

forces through oil revenues and by humanitarian organisations entering through the Egyptian 

border.  

Known concerns are mostly related to third country nationals who have fled Libya and 

consequently have lost their source of income.  The number of refugees leaving Libya is in 

the thousands and is expected to soon reach 500, 000. There is no reliable estimate of the 

number of third country nationals still remaining in Libya.  Estimates range from 750,000 to 

1.5 million, but the rate of exodus is declining.  Most, however, are not requesting 

humanitarian assistance but rather seeking repatriation.  The exceptions are those that believe 

returning to their countries of origin (e.g.: Chad, Iraq and Somalia) would put them in danger. 

Some refugees lack documentation and have no embassy or officials present in Tunisia to 

represent them or provide assistance.  Support for repatriation and the provision of assistance 

in countries of origin is possibly the main priority. If people are not repatriated there is a 
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threat that Tunisian and Egyptian authorities might close the borders and the displaced will be 

trapped in Libya.  

There is significant concern regarding the situation in the West of the country, since there is 

limited information on the levels of need. Furthermore, most of the international 

humanitarian community is focusing their response in the East, often driven by the need to be 

seen to be responding. More efforts need to be made to access the West, identify needs and 

provide assistance or support local coping mechanisms. Whilst access to the West has not 

been explicitly denied by the Libyan authorities, significant bureaucratic restraints, such as 

delays in issuing visas - sometimes accompanied by threats of violence towards individuals 

and organisations without the proper documentation - have restricted access. Internal 

procedures within the UN, including clearance from Security Assessment Teams, have also 

significantly delayed the entry of staff. 

Key concerns 

There is concern that the humanitarian response will become increasingly militarised.  This 

stems from the military intervention being justified on humanitarian grounds and the 

eagerness of NATO to be seen to supporting the humanitarian response. More needs to be 

done to distinguish civilian humanitarian organisations from the military involved in the 

conflict. If military assets are used as a „last resort‟, for instance to repatriate third country 

migrants, clear guidelines must be developed to ensure the strict application of humanitarian 

principles.  Avoiding the use of military assets may become more difficult as the costs of 

repatriating migrants increases and military assets are offered by donor countries before 

civilian ones.   

Agencies monitoring the situation also have serious concerns about the potential curtailment 

of supply routes. If routes supplying food, energy and aid into cities are disrupted then the 

humanitarian situation is likely to deteriorate, generating material needs in addition to the 

existing protection needs. This situation is now developing in Misrata. 

  

 

 

 

 


