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CAIRO/BRUSSELS: After war broke
out again in Libya early last year, a
special team of EU diplomats in
Tripoli was forced back to neighbour-
ing Tunisia to do what they had been
doing for several years: wait.

As Germany holds a UN summit on
Sunday for a path to end the conflict
in Libya, in turmoil since the 2011 fall
of Muammar Gaddafi, European pow-
ers believe they can now begin to
overcome such inaction and defend
interests on their southern doorstep.

But like the bored EU experts
tasked with supporting Libyan min-
istry officers at their temporary mis-
sion offices in Tunis over the past five
years, EU diplomacy has often arrived
too late to make an impact and, in Iran,
been left exposed by US President
Donald Trump’s “America First” pol-
icy. “We Europeans, since we don’t
want to participate in a military solu-
tion, we barricade ourselves in the be-
lief there is no military solution,” the
EU’s new foreign policy chief Josep
Borrell told the European Parliament
this week.

“Nobody will be very happy if, on
the Libyan coast, there is a ring of mil-
itary bases from the Russian and
Turkish navies in front of the Italian
coast,” he said.

The economically powerful EU,
once able to boast of a soft power that
helped transform communist neigh-
bours into thriving market economies,
first sent a mission to Libya to train
border guards in 2013 but was re-
duced to running all its training out-
side of Libya from 2015, returning

briefly in 2017 and 2019.
With Libya’s migration routes

close to European shores and its
energy supplies in the Mediter-
ranean sought by Turkey, policy to-
wards a country that was an EU
priority has instead become a sym-
bol of its divisions.

Former colonial power Italy has
supported the Tripoli-based, UN-
backed government of Fayez al-Serraj,
while France favoured Khalifa Haftar,
commander of the eastern Libyan Na-
tional Army.

Paris and Rome held rival peace
conferences, while Russia and Turkey,
two countries sometimes at odds with
the EU’s values of democracy and
human rights, sidelined the bloc. First
talks on a ceasefire last week took
place in Moscow, not Brussels.

Washington, Europe’s closest ally,
has been largely absent, a far cry from
2011 when the United States and Eu-
rope cooperated under NATO in a
bombing campaign that backed the
rebels who overthrew Gaddafi.

“In the Middle East and North
Africa, the EU never had a clear idea
of what its objectives are, so it could
not be proactive, only reactive. We
have let many opportunities pass,”
said Sven Biscop, an analyst at Bel-
gium’s Egmont Institute.

The EU, facing a crisis in Iran over
the unravelling of the 2015 nuclear
deal, now senses an opportunity in
Libya after Moscow failed to reach a
ceasefire deal with Haftar.

Shock over the fallout from U.S.
drone strike on an Iranian general on

Jan. 3 has galvanized Europeans over
Libya, some EU envoys say, settling
on a new “European approach”.

Britain, France and Germany al-
ready this week showed a new de-
termination to pressure Tehran to
comply with the Iran accord, trig-
gering a dispute mechanism that
could lead to the reimposition of
U.N. sanctions.

However, with Sunday’s confer-
ence on Libya approaching, Italy and
France have yet to put aside their dif-
ferences and rally behind the govern-
ment in Tripoli.

Germany, which sees itself as more
neutral than France and Italy, has
sought to take the lead, with German
Chancellor Angela Merkel investing
time in seeking the support from her
Russian, Turkish and Egyptian coun-
terparts.

The EU’s new leadership in Brus-
sels also wants to be more “geopolit-
ical” and stem the waning of Europe’s
influence. It launched into a frenzy of
diplomacy in early January amid fears
of a Middle East conflagration after
the U.S. drone strike in Iran.

Top EU officials held talks with
Serraj in Brussels, called an emer-
gency meeting of EU foreign minis-
ters, held calls with Iran’s president
and joined French President Em-
manuel Macron at a conference on
the Sahel.

“We are not trying to have an ag-
gressive external policy ... but the
heads of state need a new mindset to
be more assertive,” said a senior EU
official involved in foreign policy.

Friendly foreign governments do
want to see the European Union suc-
ceed in the world, officials and diplo-
mats said. Venezuelan opposition
leader Juan Guaido has regularly
called for EU help to increase pres-
sure on President Nicolas Maduro.

Since Trump withdrew from the
Iran nuclear accord and reimposed
U.S. sanctions, Tehran has repeatedly
called on the EU to save a nuclear
deal by keeping trade channels open.

But with Britain, one of Europe’s
two main military powers with
France, leaving the European Union,
the EU could find it hard to live up

to its ambitions. Neither the EU nor
NATO have plans to deploy troops
in Libya. The EU naval operation,
Sofia, which rescued migrants off the
Libyan coast and helped enforce an
arms embargo, has been taken off
the water, and European allies have
rejected US calls at NATO to help
patrol Gulf shipping lanes.

Sometimes just agreeing state-
ments has proved too divisive. “The
positive sign is that everyone now
agrees this is unsustainable,” said
Bruno Macaes, a former Europe min-
ister for Portugal and now a foreign
policy consultant.  — Reuters

Seeking peace in Libya and Iran, 
past inaction haunts EU diplomacy

BERLIN: (COMBO) This combination of pictures created yesterday shows Libyan Na-
tional Army’s Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar (L, in Paris on May 29, 2018) and German
Foreign Minister Heiko Maas (in Berlin on May 31, 2019). — AFP

ADEN: The leader of Yemen’s southern sepa-
ratists has warned against the looming collapse
of a power-sharing deal, saying the region is
menaced by the twin threats of economic catas-
trophe and Islamist attacks.

The agreement to resolve a battle for control
in the south, which was signed in Riyadh last No-
vember, was hailed as a step towards ending the
wider conflict in Yemen that pits the government
against Iran-backed Huthi rebels.

However, analysts have said it is effectively
defunct, having failed to meet deadlines for key
measures including the formation of a new cab-
inet with equal representation for southerners,
and the reorganisation of military forces. 

In an interview with AFP, Aidarous Al-
Zoubeidi, who heads the secessionist Southern
Transitional Council (STC), said he was commit-
ted to the deal “under the leadership of Saudi
Arabia” which leads a military coalition against
the Huthis. Zoubeidi said the agreement, which
observers had welcomed as preventing the com-

plete break-up of Yemen, united the south
against the Huthis and recognised the STC as a
legitimate party. “We consider the Riyadh
Agreement an important political step, because
we gained regional and international recogni-
tion,” he said as he sat behind his desk in the
main southern city of Aden in front of the flag of
the formerly independent south.

‘People are suffering’ 
In August, deadly clashes broke out between

the government and STC forces who seized con-
trol of Aden, ousting unionist forces who had set
up base there when President Abedrabbo Man-
sour Hadi fled the Huthi-held capital Sanaa in
February 2015.

While the government and the STC are tech-
nically allies in the long war against the Huthis,
the secessionists believe the south should be an
independent state — as it was before unification
in 1990.  However, Zoubeidi said they were will-
ing to set aside that goal as the allies focused on

the fight against the Huthi rebels, which had
threatened to be derailed by the power struggle
in the south.  “We do not aspire during this phase
for independence, we aspire for partnership...
and the right to choose our own fate through
democracy,” he said. 

The troubled rollout of the deal comes
against amid what Zoubeidi said was a dire sit-
uation in the south of Yemen — a country which
the grinding conflict has pushed to the brink of
famine. “There is a shortage of food products,
the warehouses are empty in the south and there
are only reserves to cover the needs of the peo-
ple for the next 10 days,” he said.

“People are also suffering from not getting
their salaries,” he said, referring to a chronic lack
of funds to pay public sector employees.

Zoubeidi said that Yemen’s currency was
sharply depreciating, and that it was possible
that in the next few months the rial would be
abandoned in favour of the Saudi or US curren-
cies “because it will have no value”.

Threats loom 
Zoubeidi said that “many threats” loom large

over the Riyadh Agreement, but the most critical
was intensified activity by militant groups in-
cluding the Muslim Brotherhood, which he said

was working “under the cover” of the govern-
ment. The tussle for control of the south, dubbed
a “civil war within a civil war”, exposed divisions
between the coalition partners — Saudi Arabia
which backs the government, and the United
Arab Emirates which has backed and funded the
STC. The UAE, like the STC, has a zero tolerance
policy towards the Muslim Brotherhood and
Yemen’s Brotherhood-influenced Al-Islah party
which has representatives in Hadi’s government.

“These terrorist organisations threaten the
Riyadh Agreement because they are terrorist or-
ganisations that will conduct terrorist activities
that may lead to the failure of the deal,” Zoubeidi
said. The Riyadh Agreement set a timetable for
the government’s return to Aden, the appoint-
ment of a new head of security and a governor
of the city, and the formation of a new 24-mem-
ber cabinet with equal representation for south-
erners. Yemen’s Prime Minister Maeen
Abdulmalik returned to the city in December but
the two sides have failed to meet the other dead-
lines.  Around 3.3 million people have been dis-
placed by the Yemeni conflict and some 20
million — more than two-thirds of the popula-
tion — need help to survive what the United Na-
tions has described as the world’s worst
humanitarian crisis. — AFP

Yemen separatist chief warns against
collapse of power-sharing deal


