
Nearly a year after a Libyan militia
announced it had set free the son and
heir apparent of slain dictator

Muammar Gaddafi, the fate of Seif al-Islam
remains a mystery. His reported release from
detention by the Abu Bakr al-Sadiq Brigade
which once controlled the town of Zintan in
western Libya has never been confirmed and
has fuelled wild rumors. While some insist he
is still somewhere in Zintan, others claim Seif
is dead.

One thing is certain, however: he has not
been seen or heard of since June 2014 when he
appeared via video from Zintan during his trial
by a Tripoli court. And now Seif is back in the
news, after France’s former president Nicolas
Sarkozy was charged in Paris with financing his
2007 election campaign with money from
Gaddafi. In a 2011 interview with the Euronews
television network, Seif said Sarkozy must
“give back the money he took from Libya to
finance his electoral campaign”.

Seif al-Islam - whose name means “sword
of Islam” - was captured by the Zintan-based
militia in November 2011, days after Gaddafi
was killed in a NATO-backed uprising against
his decades-old rule. The International
Criminal Court (ICC) is in a legal tug-of-war
with Libyan authorities to transfer Seif to The
Hague, where he is wanted for crimes against
humanity including murder. But in July 2015, a
Tripoli court sentenced the now 45-year-old to
death in absentia along with eight other
Gaddafi-era figures. According to several
Libyan sources, and diplomats, Seif has not left
Zintan, a largely tribal town 170 km southwest
of Tripoli and one of the cradles of the 2011
uprising.

‘Still a prisoner’? 
But is he a prisoner? No one in Zintan, a

town of 40,000 inhabitants, is willing to give a
clear answer. “Yes. He is still a prisoner,”
Mokhtar Al-Akhdar, a member of Zintan’s mili-
tary council which groups the town’s key mili-
tias, said categorically when asked about Seif.
“Even if he is not a prisoner, he is wanted by
the ICC... and he has nowhere to go,” he quick-
ly added, throwing more doubt on Seif’s fate.
Chaaban Al-Marhani, one of the town’s tribal
leaders, also provided a confusing account of
Seif’s whereabouts. “He is here (in Zintan) and
his is a prisoner but his fate in not in the hands
of Zintan.”

A member of the security services, speaking
on condition of anonymity, added to the confu-
sion. “In any case Seif al-Islam was never really
a prisoner in the full meaning of the word. Ever
since his arrest he has been under home arrest...
not in a prison,” he said. The Abu Bakr al-Sadiq
Brigade which captured him more than six
years ago had repeatedly refused to hand Seif
over to authorities in Tripoli or the ICC.

The group said it released him in June 2017
as part of a general amnesty decreed by a par-
liament based in eastern Libya but legal experts
said Seif was not included in the amnesty. The
militia - which Zintan residents say was dis-
banded nearly a year ago - failed to persuade
anyone when it announced his release a year
ago because it had also reported setting him
free a few months earlier.

Criminal on the run? 
Omar Gaith, a member of parliament from

Zintan, said he “cannot confirm or deny the lib-
eration of Seif”. “Seif al-Islam is considered a

criminal and a fugitive. If he is arrested he will
be put on trial again,” he said. The Tripoli court
sentenced Seif to death, along with other
Gaddafi-era officials, for crimes, including mur-
der and complicity to incite rape during the
2011 uprising - a verdict criticized by the
United Nations and human rights groups. Due
to the nature of these crimes “he cannot benefit
from any amnesty,” said the office of the prose-
cutor general in Tripoli.

The ICC prosecutor was not available for
comment on Seif’s fate. In 2015 the court said it
was verifying his whereabouts, reiterating its

demand for his arrest and transfer to The
Hague. Meanwhile the mystery surrounding
Seif continues to grow, including by diehard
Gaddafi regime supporters. On March 19, a
man speaking from Tunis and claiming to rep-
resent Seif said Gaddafi’s son would run in
Libya’s next presidential election. The claim was
rejected by the Abu Bakr al-Sadiq Brigade
which said on its Facebook page that it had
“contacted” Seif who insists he has not entrust-
ed anyone to represent him. The militia’s com-
mander, Ajmi Laatiri, could not be reached for
comment. —AFP
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How Beijing is 
winning in the 
South China Sea

Earlier last month, the USS Carl Vinson became the first
American aircraft carrier to visit Vietnam since the
Vietnam War ended in 1975. Coming alongside the

news that a record 23 nations from Southeast Asia and
beyond would be joining biennial naval exercises in the east-
ern Indian Ocean, it was a potent reminder of just how eager
the nations surrounding the South China Sea are to embrace
powerful allies to fend off a rising China.

But as Beijing’s regional clout continues to grow, it can be
hard for weaker nations to resist it, even with these allies’
support. Barely three weeks after the Vinson’s visit, the
Vietnamese government bowed to Chinese pressure and
canceled a major oil drilling project in disputed South China
waters. It was yet another sign of the region’s rapidly shifting
dynamics. For the last decade, the United States and its Asian
allies have been significantly bolstering their military activi-
ties in the region with the explicit aim of pushing back
against China. But Beijing’s strength and dominance, along
with its diplomatic, economic and military reach, continues to
grow dramatically.

Over the last week, Beijing has conducted major military
drills, including reportedly sending its aircraft carrier through
the Taiwan Strait and flying jets between Japan’s southern-
most islands (the latter of which was explicitly described by
the Chinese military as a preparation for future wars). These
drills are both a response to recent US military actions and a
bold statement of China’s intent to keep up the pressure.

Western military strategists worry that China will, in time,
be able to block any activity in the region by the United
States and its allies. Already, satellite photos show China
installing sophisticated weapons on a range of newly-
reclaimed islands where international law says they simply
should not be present. In any war, these and other new
weapons that China is acquiring could make it all but impos-
sible for the US Navy and other potential enemies of China
to operate in the area at all. A simple issue lies at the heart of
the problem - Beijing’s claim to sovereignty over almost the
entire South China Sea basin. That assertion - first made by
the exiled Republic of China government in Taiwan in 1947
and then repeated by its mainland communist counterpart
since - was flatly rejected by a United Nations tribunal in
2016. But that hasn’t stopped Beijing from doing more and
more to secure its position in the area.

Challenge 
China’s increasing confidence in asserting control over

the South China Sea has clearly alarmed its neighbors, par-
ticularly the Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia and
Brunei, all of whom have competing territorial claims over
waters that China claims for itself. But it also represents a
major and quite deliberate challenge to the United States
which, as an ally to all these nations, has essentially staked its
own credibility on the issue.

Over the last several years, it has become common prac-
tice for U.S. warships to sail through nearby waters, pointed-
ly refusing to acknowledge Chinese demands that they regis-
ter with its unilaterally-declared air and maritime “identifica-
tion zones” (which the United States and its allies do not rec-
ognize). The last such voyage - dubbed a “freedom of navi-
gation” operation or, in naval parlance, a “FONOP” - took
place on Friday, when the destroyer Mustin reportedly
passed within 12 nautical miles of Mischief Reef in the
Spratly Islands, which is claimed by both China and the
Philippines.

The Mischief Reef FONOP fits a much wider pattern of
increasingly assertive naval activities by Washington and its
allies in the region. Earlier this month, the United States
announced the first deployment of its cutting-edge F-35B
vertical takeoff Joint Strike Fighter - by far the most sophisti-
cated aircraft of its type - to an amphibious assault ship in
the region. This kind of military tit for tat appears to be esca-
lating; China now says it plans monthly military exercises in
the South China Sea, a substantial increase. That will likely be
met by intensified American and allied activity: A British war-
ship is shortly scheduled to conduct its own FONOP, and the
United States has pushed Australia to join the program
(although whether it will do so remains a topic of consider-
able debate within the country).

None of this, however, addresses the seismic regional
change produced by China’s island-building strategy. Over
the last five years, China has built ever more sophisticated
military and industrial outposts on disputed atolls and reefs,
in some cases transforming scrubby patches of rock that
barely broke the surface into large concrete installations.

Once a tiny fishing station on stilts, Mischief Reef is now a
well-armed Chinese military base. And China’s land-reclama-
tion efforts continue, aided by a giant new dredging vessel
that its Chinese designers have touted as a “magical island-
building machine.” Filipino officials say they believe it is only
a matter of time before Beijing makes similar moves at
Scarborough Shoal, within striking distance of major Filipino
population centers and military facilities.

If and when that happens, the Philippines, along with the
United States, will face a difficult decision about how best to
respond. At stake here are more than energy resources -
although the estimated 11 billion barrels of oil and nearly
200 trillion cubic feet of natural gas that the South China
Sea is believed to contain are clearly a factor in the conflict.
But more broadly, China sees this confrontation as a test
case for its ability to impose its will on the wider region -
and so far it is winning. (At the very least, foreign energy
firms are now unlikely to bid to drill in disputed waters;
Spanish oil firm Repsol is said to have lost up to $200 mil-
lion, after Chinese pressure prompted Vietnam to cancel its
planned exploration.) —Reuters

Mystery surrounds Gaddafi’s son Seif

Latam nations 
compete for 
capital in surge 
of oil auctions 

For decades, many Latin America’s oil-producing nations
have often shunned investment from foreign firms,
instead keeping their vast reserves under the tight con-

trol of governments and state-run oil companies. They aimed
to protect profits to feed public budgets, but in practice have
seen some major breakdowns, as with the corruption scandals
and heavy debts at Brazil’s Petroleo Brasileiro SA , or the
inability of Mexico’s Pemex to conjure the cash and expertise
to tap its vast deepwater reserves.

Now, an unprecedented wave of free-market energy
reforms is gaining traction across the region, setting up a
fierce competition to attract billions of dollars in investment
from the likes of Exxon Mobil, BP and Royal Dutch Shell.
Seven governments this year will combine to hold at least 15
oil and gas auctions, offering a record 1,100 blocks of
onshore or offshore acreage, according to interviews with
officials and a tally of announced auctions. On Thursday,
Brazil’s latest auction collected $2.4 billion in pledges,
awarding 22 of 68 regions on offer. “In 2018, countries in the
region will host the most licensing rounds in history,” said
Pablo Medina, vice president of energy consultancy
Welligence. 

The race for private investment reflects an acknowledg-
ment by many countries that they have neither the cash nor
the technology to fully explore and develop their reserves. The
embrace of foreign capital in Argentina, Brazil and Ecuador
also follows the rise of centrist or right-leaning governments.
It also signals a willingness by governments to settle for a
smaller cut of the profits - which could be slimmed further by
the competition to attract investment as governments offer tax
incentives, reduced royalties and other inducements. The glar-
ing exception is Venezuela, where state-run PDVSA remains
under the firm control of a leftist government in the throes of
an economic and political meltdown. 

Elsewhere, emerging reforms are giving oil majors and
independent producers their pick of some of the region’s
richest resources - after being shut out of these markets or
waiting years for the right moment to invest. But they also

face a risk that governments could shift back to resource
nationalization or lose the political will to fully establish
market reforms. An oil price drop could also undermine
profits from such long-term, expensive projects. “We love
this continent. We know it well and now need to make sure
we will spend the money wisely,” said Michel Hourcard,
senior vice president of development, exploration and pro-
duction at France’s Total, during an industry conference in
Houston last month.

Incentives to invest
The ground-breaking regulatory changes in Latin

America include tax breaks, reduced royalties, longer con-
tracts, relaxed qualification terms and flexible exploration
mandates that allow companies to back out of investments
more easily than in the past. Brazil and Colombia also plan to
set up permanent offers of areas for exploration and produc-
tion - similar to those offered by the United States - rather
than making them available only in occasional auctions.
Ecuador is offering shared-profit agreements that are
potentially more lucrative for oil firms than fee-for-service
contracts that prevented companies from benefiting from oil
price gains. Countries have to present terms attractive
enough to draw bidders back to the region, said Julie Wilson,
research director of global exploration at consultancy Wood
Mackenzie.

$110 billion in pledges
Strong participation by oil majors in recent auctions of

exploration and production rights in Mexico and Brazil have
heralded a new era by attracting about $110 billion in invest-
ment pledges. Brazil started its effort to lure outside capital
two decades ago, but it fell flat after initially enticing more
than 100 companies, said Decio Oddone, head of Brazil’s oil
regulator. The effort was stymied by too few areas offered
for auction, the low quality of some projects and the domi-
nant role of state-run Petrobras. “Many of those companies
did not have the expected success,” Oddone said.

Now, Brazil is relaxing bidding rules to encourage local
firms and medium-size foreign explorers to participate, join-
ing majors already established in its vast pre-salt region. In
Mexico, political risks hampered its most recent auction in
March, where bidding was dominated by state-run Pemex.
The front-runner in a presidential election set for July has
promised to scrutinize the nation’s energy reforms. But some
industry leaders believe the country will stay on the path of
opening everything from exploration to refining and gasoline
retailing. “There is a very clear long-term strategy,” said
Jeremy Weir, chief executive of Trading firm Trafigura.

Broad participation by European, US and Asian firms in
several auctions is another a sign a “Mexican revival” is
underway, added Fatih Birol, president of the International
Energy Agency, a 29-nation group representing most of the
world’s top oil consuming nations. Some of Mexico’s and
Brazil’s efforts are being copied. Argentina is allowing oil
companies to recommend specific areas for they would like
to see auctioned, as Mexico did in past rounds; Colombia
will open a permanent offer of areas, as Brazil plans to do;
and Mexico plans to replicate Brazil’s three-year auction cal-
endar, giving firms more time to plan capital spending before
bidding rounds.

Some countries are keenly aware of the need to adjust its
policies to compete with other nations, according to Juan
Carlos Zepeda, head of the nation’s energy regulator
National Hydrocarbons Commission (CNH). “We are flexi-
ble enough to accommodate any of our neighbors’ creativi-
ty,” he said.

Higher risk, higher reward
Compared with Brazil and Mexico, Argentina and

Uruguay this year hope to catch investors with offers that
hold greater exploration risk - but potentially higher
rewards. Argentina officials believe Brazil’s oil-rich pre-salt
formation could extend to areas off its Atlantic coast, and in
July will release terms of its first offshore auction. That is a
big change in a nation that just six year ago expropriated
Spanish oil firm Repsol’s stake in state-owned YPF. 

Unlike the rounds for Argentina’s vast Vaca Muerta shale
formation - which were led locally by provincial govern-
ments - the nation’s central government will run this year’s
auctions, standardizing rules and offering better terms.
Uruguay, which holds a third offshore auction in April, is put-
ting up 17 blocks for exploration and production after relax-
ing the qualification terms and reducing the scope of its
mandatory exploration programs.

Smaller Latin American countries including Guyana,
Suriname and Paraguay are in talks with oil companies to
offer rights to oilfields or to find partners for their state-run
oil firms. Similar energy market openings have blossomed in
the past only to fade as governments reverted to resource
nationalization or imposed limits to foreign investment. Latin
America has seesawed in prior decades between opening to
private investment and returning to oil nationalism. “It’s part
of the cycle: The countries tend to ask (oil companies) for as
much as they can,” said Horacio Cuenca, Wood Mackenzie’s
director of upstream research for Latin America. They only
lower costs and royalties “when available capital starts dry-
ing up”. —Reuters

THE LEADING INDEPENDENT
DAILY IN THE ARABIAN GULF

ESTABLISHED 1961

Founder and Publisher 
YOUSUF S. AL-ALYAN

Editor-in-Chief
ABD AL-RAHMAN AL-ALYAN

EDITORIAL               : 24833199-24833358-24833432
ADVERTISING          : 24835616/7
FAX                            : 24835620/1
CIRCULATION          : 24833199 Extn. 163
ACCOUNTS              : 24835619
COMMERCIAL          : 24835618

P.O.Box 1301 Safat,13014 Kuwait.
E MAIL :info@kuwaittimes.net
Website: www.kuwaittimes.net

Established 1961 
The First Daily in The Arabian Gulf

In this file photo taken on May 2, 2013 Seif al-Islam Gaddafi looks on in the accused cell as
he stands trial in Libya’s northwestern town of Zintan.  —AFP


