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Libya leaders commit to Dec 10 elections
France suspected by some rivals of favoring Haftar
PARIS: Four Libyan leaders yesterday committed to hold-
ing elections in the fractured country on Dec 10 in a joint
statement issued at a peace conference in Paris. The four
men, who represent most but not all of Libya’s rival fac-
tions, also agreed to “accept the results of elections, and
ensure appropriate funds and strong security arrange-
ments are in place”. The commitment to holding parlia-
mentary and presidential polls this year came after four
hours of talks in Paris where they faced pressure to agree
on a political roadmap that could end seven years of con-
flict. European leaders see stabilizing Libya as key to
tackling militant threats and migration from the country,
which has become a departure point for hundreds of
thousands of Africans trying to reach Europe. “I’m opti-
mistic,” UN envoy Ghassan Salame told AFP at the end of
the talks. The Libyan invitees were Prime Minister Fayez
Al-Sarraj, head of the UN-backed unity government in
Tripoli, and 75-year-old military strongman Khalifa
Haftar, whose rival Libyan National Army dominates the
country’s east.

Also present were Aguila Saleh Issa, the parliament
speaker based in the eastern city of Tobruk who opposes
the UN-backed administration, and Khalid Al-Mishri, the
newly-elected head of the High Council of State, who both
agreed to the statement. “There is no solution other than
via you,” Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi told the
Libyan leaders at the opening of the talks. “If things go
badly, it’s your responsibility.” Macron called the final
agreement “an essential step toward reconciliation”, adding
that the conference was “historic” because it had brought
the rivals together around the same table for the first time.

Despite the French-led efforts to seek a political set-
tlement, many analysts and diplomats were skeptical
about real change on the ground. Some have voiced

doubt whether the country, which is swamped by
weapons and controlled by a patchwork of political
groups and armed militias, will be able to hold elections.
“I believe that elections are a big risk in a country armed
like Libya,” Federica Saini Fasanotti, an analyst with the
Washington-based Brookings Institution, told AFP. Some
countries, such as former colonial power Italy, had also
argued that the country needed to agree on a new consti-
tution before holding elections.

Years of mediation by the United Nations, as well as
Italy, have failed to bring stability to the north African
nation which descended into chaos after the ousting of
dictator Muammar Gaddafi in 2011. Previous peace agree-
ments have come to nothing. “It went well. Afterwards, it
depends on the implementation,” one diplomat told AFP
on condition of anonymity. The four leaders did not sign
the agreement, instead giving their approval for the state-
ment to be issued. Posing for a group photo, Macron
asked his guests to verbally commit to the deal - which
they did. “So we are all working on this common basis,
bravo!” he said.

Regional competition 
Representatives from 20 countries including Egypt,

Russia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Kuwait, Saudi
Arabia and Turkey attended the talks, as well as neigh-
bors Algeria and Tunisia. Stabilizing Libya has been com-
plicated by diverging interests among Middle Eastern
countries, which have sometimes backed opposing sides
in the fighting, as well as the competition between
Europeans. Macron referred to foreign countries “pulling
strings behind a curtain” but claimed that yeterday’s
agreement had put all regional actors on the same page.

The French leader threw himself into finding a solu-

tion shortly after his election in May 2017, inviting Sarraj
and Haftar to Paris in July - a move that irked Italy. Some
in Rome suspect Macron of organizing the conference at
a time when Italy, which has major oil interests in Libya,
is embroiled in a deep political crisis. “It’s as if Macron
wanted to make the most of this moment of absence by

Italy on the Libyan dossier,” Italian newspaper La
Repubblica wrote last week, citing diplomatic sources.

France is also suspected by some rivals within Libya of
favoring Haftar, a military strongman who has fought
Islamist militias and who was recently treated in a Parisian
hospital for an undisclosed ailment. —AFP 

PARIS: The participants of the International Conference on Libya listen to a verbal agreement between the various
parties regarding the organization of a democratic election this year at the Elysee Palace yesterday. — AFP 

GENEVA: The United States led a protest yesterday
against Syria taking over the Conference on Disarmament,
calling it “a travesty” at a time when Damascus is widely
accused of using chemical weapons. The US ambassador to
the Conference on Disarmament (CD), Robert Wood,
briefly walked out of the room in protest when the Syrian
representative took the floor. “Syria’s presence here is a
travesty,” he told AFP just before the session began. “This
regime has committed countless crimes against its own
people through the use of chemical weapons, and it is just
unacceptable for them to be leading this body,” he insisted.

Syria’s ambassador Hussam Edin Aala meanwhile
slammed the protest as “sensational propaganda” and
“characterized by double-standards”. Syria on Monday
took over the rotating presidency of the CD, according to a
decades-old practice among the body’s 65 members fol-
lowing the alphabetical order of country names in English.
But despite the mechanical nature of Syria’s arrival at the
helm of the CD, following Switzerland and Sweden, a num-
ber of country representatives voiced their outrage that a
representative of Damascus was presiding over the body
that negotiated the chemical weapons ban.

More than 350,000 people have been killed and mil-
lions displaced since Syria’s civil war began in 2011 with
the brutal repression of anti-government protests. After
hundreds of people died in chemical attacks near
Damascus in 2013, a deal with Russia was struck to rid
Syria of chemical weapons, staving off US air strikes. But
the United Nations and Western countries have accused
Damascus of carrying out a number of chemical attacks
since then. A suspected chlorine and sarin attack in the
Syrian town of Douma on April 7 this year triggered puni-
tive missile strikes against alleged chemical weapons sites
in Syria by the US, Britain and France.

During the first open CD session of Syria’s presidency
yesterday, the United States led a number of diplomats in
protest. Wood briefly left the room when Syria’s ambassa-
dor Aala opened the session, before returning to voice
Washington’s displeasure from the floor. “Today marks a
sad and shameful day in the history of this body,” he told
the assembly. “Simply put, it is a travesty that the Syrian
regime, which continues to indiscriminately slaughter its
own people with weapons banned by the Chemical
Weapons Convention, should presume to preside over this
body,” he said. —AFP 
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First rights trial 
since 2011 revolt 
opens in Tunisia
GABES, Tunisia: The first court case brought by a Tunisian
commission probing human rights violations stretching
back six decades opened yesterday, with 14 former offi-
cials, including the ousted dictator, on trial. The Truth and
Dignity Commission (IVD) was set up in 2014 following
the 2011 revolt that toppled dictator Zine El Abidine Ben
Ali and sparked the Arab Spring uprisings. It has a man-
date to investigate human rights violations between 1957,
when Habib Bourguiba became president, and the date of
its creation, with the aim of holding perpetrators to
account and rehabilitating their victims.

Yesterday’s first court case concerns the forced disap-
pearance of Kamel Matmati, a member of the Islamist
movement Ennahdha, who was arrested in October 1991
during Ben Ali’s rule, and tortured to death. The courtroom
in the southern coastal town of Gabes, where Matmati was
taken, was packed with family members and activists who
called for justice, an end to impunity and closure. “We
want those who killed him, tortured him, to be tried” and
convicted, Matmati’s widow Latifa told AFP. “We have
spent terrible years. The hardest of all is” that his body has
not been returned to the family, she said. “But today we
are happy because the truth will be finally unveiled,” she
added.

On trial are Ben Ali, who lives in exile in Saudi Arabia,
his interior minister Abdallah Kallel and 12 other former
officials, including former security chief Mohamed Ali
Ganzoui - but all are being tried in their absence. They
face charges of voluntary homicide, torture and forced
disappearance.—AFP 


