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After war broke out again in Libya early last year, a
special team of EU diplomats in Tripoli was forced
back to neighboring Tunisia to do what they had

been doing for several years: wait. As Germany holds a UN
summit today for a path to end the conflict in Libya, in tur-
moil since the 2011 fall of Muammar Gaddafi, European
powers 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 ministry officers at their temporary mission 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”
policy. “We Europeans, since we don’t want to participate
in a military solution, we barricade ourselves in the belief
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 military 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 neighbors
into thriving market economies, first sent a mission to
Libya to train border guards in 2013 but was reduced to
running all its training outside of Libya from 2015, return-
ing briefly in 2017 and 2019. With Libya’s migration routes
close to European shores and its energy supplies in the
Mediterranean sought by Turkey, policy towards a country
that was an EU priority has instead become a symbol of its
divisions.

Former colonial power Italy has supported the Tripoli-
based, UN-backed government of Fayez Al-Serraj, while
France favored Khalifa Haftar, commander of the eastern

Libyan National Army. Paris and Rome held rival peace
conferences, while Russia and Turkey, two countries some-
times 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
Europe 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 Belgium’s Egmont Institute.

‘European approach’ 
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 US 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 already this week showed
a new determination to pressure Tehran to comply with
the Iran accord, triggering a dispute mechanism that could
lead to the reimposition of UN sanctions. However, with
Sunday’s conference on Libya approaching, Italy and
France have yet to put aside their differences and rally
behind the government 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 counter-

parts. The EU’s new leadership in Brussels also wants to be
more “geopolitical” and stem the waning of Europe’s influ-
ence. It launched into a frenzy of diplomacy in January
amid fears of a Middle East conflagration after the US
drone strike in Iraq.

Top EU officials held talks with Serraj in Brussels,
called an emergency meeting of EU foreign ministers, held
calls with Iran’s president and joined French President
Emmanuel Macron at a conference on the Sahel. “We are
not trying to have an aggressive 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 succeed in the world, officials and diplo-
mats said. Venezuelan opposition leader Juan Guaido has
regularly called for EU help to increase pressure on
President Nicolas Maduro. Since Trump withdrew from
the Iran nuclear accord and reimposed US 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 ship-
ping lanes. Sometimes just agreeing statements has proved
too divisive. “The positive sign is that everyone now
agrees this is unsustainable,” said Bruno Macaes, a former
Europe minister for Portugal and now a foreign policy
consultant. — Reuters

Peace in Libya: EU faces a diplomatic dilemma

Honoring
Martin Luther
King Jr.
By Dr James J Zogby  

Thirty-two years ago this month, I
was arrested sitting-in and block-
ing the entrance of the Israeli

Embassy in Washington, DC. The
Embassy was hosting an event that
evening in honor of Martin Luther King Jr.
Looking back at what we did that day, I’m
confident that it was the right way to
remember Dr. King’s legacy.

There were a number of concerns that
prompted our protest. In the first place,
we were in the beginnings of the first
Palestinian Intifada - the mass protest
movement which witnessed tens of thou-
sands of young Palestinians, armed with
nothing more than stones, confronting
Israeli military occupation forces. In
response to this youth protest and the
nationwide Palestinian boycott of Israeli
products that accompanied it, then
Defense Minister Yitzhak Rabin cracked
down using, what he termed, an “Iron
Fist.” He imposed crippling curfews,
demolished homes, expelled dozens of

Palestinians, and ordered his troops to
“break the arms” of the protesters “to
teach them a lesson.” 

It was confounding that despite carry-
ing out this brutal repression, the Israeli
Embassy, nevertheless, saw fit to cele-
brate Martin Luther King Day together
with making an announcement that, in
Israel, they were dedicating a Martin
Luther King Street in Jerusalem. What
rubbed salt into that wound was when,
shortly before the event, I was informed
by Israel Shahak, head of the Israeli
League for Civil and Human Rights, that
the century old olive trees that Israel had
planted along this street had been
uprooted and stolen from Palestinian
landowners by the Israeli occupation
authorities. That was too much to bear.  

Because, at that time, I was serving as
an appointed member of the Washington,
DC, Martin Luther King Holiday
Commission, I took my concerns to my
fellow Commissioners and asked them to
join me in a protest against what a num-
ber of them agreed was an Israeli insult to
the legacy of Dr. King and not in keeping
with the meaning of the day. Three other
Commissioners demonstrated and were
arrested with me. The banner we carried
read, “Dr. King Taught Non-Violence and
Justice, Not Occupation and Repression.”
After blocking the front gate of the
Embassy for a time, we were arrested,
brought before a judge, charged and
released. (Later the charges were
dropped, since our demonstration was
determined to be a legitimate expression

of political speech.) I mention this story
and my pride in choosing this way to
commemorate Dr. King’s holiday because,
like many others who fought for King’s
birthday to be celebrated as a national
holiday, I have been concerned that
almost from the first year, our celebra-
tions didn’t do justice to the day, the man,
or his legacy. Instead of honoring the
fierce fighter for racial and economic jus-
tice, the critic of US militarism and the
corruption and greed of our
economic/political order, the King we
have come to remember is a fuzzy and
benign shadow of the original.

It’s important to note that well over
one-half of all Americans were not alive or
living in the US during King’s lifetime.
They have no recollection of segregated
lunch counters, of dogs and fire hoses
being turned on children simply protest-
ing for equality. And they don’t remember
the disgusting racist rhetoric used by sen-
ators, governors, and others seeking to

maintain the old segregated order that
King and his colleagues sought to tear
down.

What we hoped for then, and still hope
for, is that King’s Day can be one in which
we recall our racist history, recall the sac-
rifices Dr. King and so many others made
in their efforts to bring needed change,
and commit ourselves to using, if neces-
sary, the non-violent tools he used to fight
injustice, poverty, and war.

And surely King and his legacy are not
to be abused by those who practice the
very policies he gave his life fighting to
end. That’s why I was proud of what we
did 32 years ago today and why I believe
that Dr. King would have been proud of
us too.

So this year, on Martin Luther King
Day, here are some things to do. First
make an effort to learn more about
America back in the 1950’s - the world
which King gave his life fighting to
change. It would also be important to try
to understand what has changed and what
has not - and to assess the danger that we
may be back-sliding in areas of racial and
economic justice. Then look at the broad-
er world and American foreign policy and
understand how King would have dealt
with the many challenges we are facing.
And then finally pick one issue of eco-
nomic, social, racial, environmental injus-
tice and resolve to spend the year fighting
to bring justice where it is lacking. That, I
believe, is the way to honor King. 

Note: Dr James J Zogby  is President
of Arab American Institute

ATHENS: Greek Foreign Minister Nikos Dendias (left) and Libyan strongman Khalifa Haftar leave after talks in Athens, on Friday days ahead of a peace conference in Berlin which
he and the head of Tripoli’s UN-recognized government are expected to attend. — AFP

Hit by jihadist 
attacks, African 
states eye more 
say in Libya crisis

Victims of increasing jihadist attacks, African
states bordering Libya are pushing for more say
in efforts to end the crisis in their northern

neighbor whose conflict risks becoming a growing
source of regional instability. European powers, Turkey
and Russia will join a Libya peace conference in Berlin
this weekend, the latest international effort to end fight-
ing between eastern commander Khalifa Haftar and the
UN-recognized government in Tripoli.

African Union Chairman Moussa Faki will also join
the Berlin talks hoping to bring a focus on the conti-
nent’s perspective, but it will not be an easy mission. 

“The neighboring countries like Chad, Sudan,
Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt, fellow AU members and beyond
are suffering the consequences” of the crisis, said Ebba
Kalondo, Faki’s spokeswoman.

“The AU has consistently asked for a more central
role in the processes underway, but has consistently
been ignored.” Sahel and African nations have long
been at the sharp end of Libya’s crisis.

After the NATO-backed rebellion ousted and killed
dictator Muammar Gaddafi in 2011, Libya collapsed into
a conflict of competing armed factions vying for con-
trol.  In the chaos, Islamist militants and migrant smug-
glers expanded their influence. Libya’s security vacuum
allowed the spread of fighters, arms and explosives
across its borders into Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso,
which face increasing jihadist violence despite a
regional campaign to counter Islamist militancy.

The North African state remains in chaos, mostly
split now between Haftar’s forces in the east and the
UN-recognized government in Tripoli. Haftar’s forces
launched an offensive on the capital in April.  

“The international community is responsible for what
is happening to us through its disastrous decision to
intervene in Libya,” Niger President Mahamadou
Issoufou said in December, referring to the 2011 NATO
campaign. “Libya is African, we cannot solve the Libyan
problem by keeping the AU on the sidelines,” he told AFP.

Chad President Idriss Deby said solving Sahel vio-
lence was directly linked to ending Libya’s instability.

“Libya’s chaos... remains the main source of destabi-
lization for the whole of the Sahel,” he said in Rome in
December. In 2019, jihadist attacks killed 4,000 people
in Burkina, Mali and Niger, despite the presence of sev-
eral thousand French troops, a UN peacekeeping mis-
sion in Mali and the G5 Sahel cooperation among the
armies of five regional nations. “Africa is looking to get
more of a hearing now with the deterioration of the
security situation in the Sahel,” a Western diplomat said.

‘Counter-productive’ 
One sign of possible increasing African involvement is

that the African Union’s Libya committee, inactive for
months, has been back in session in recent weeks led by
Congolese President Denis Sassou Nguesso. “Libya is an
African country and the victims are essentially in Africa.
So any strategy to end the Libya crisis that marginalizes
the African continent would be ineffective and counter-
productive,” Sassou Nguesso said earlier this month.

An emissary of the Congolese head of state this
month travelled to Algeria, a key country in negotiations
between Libyan rivals, to discuss how to “energize” the
peace process, the Algerian presidency said. The
Algeria talks also discussed the role of AU on reviving
Libya’s peace process. Algiers has been long been
involved in negotiations with Libyan factions. But the
UN is organizing the Berlin talks and takes a central
role in negotiations.

“This is and remains a process that is in UN hands
and under UN leadership. So this has meant that the AU
has been sidelined,” said Claudia Gazzini at
International Crisis Group. “The UN does not necessar-
ily see the AU as a decisive voice in the process.”

The AU push for more say comes as Libya’s conflict
has already split North African and Middle Eastern
states between those who back Haftar’s forces who con-
trol the east near Egypt and the government of Fayez Al-
Sarraj, recognized by the UN and based in Tripoli. But
the AU is also “divided” over how to handle Libya, one
Niger official source said.  “Egypt does not want the AU
to take charge of this,” as it backs Haftar as sees Libya
as part of its domestic security border, the source said.

That situation has been further complicated by the
entry of new international players. Russia backs
Haftar while Turkey, an ally of the Tripoli government,
recently agreed to send Turkish soldiers to Libya to
support Sarraj.  Haftar’s offensive on Tripoli since
April is just the latest wave of fighting to wrack Libya
since 2011.  More than 280 civilians and 2,000 com-
batants have been killed since Haftar’s assault began,
according to the UN. Some 146,000 Libyans had to
flee the fighting. A cessation of hostilities has been in
effect since Sunday. — AFP

US sheriff vows 
to protect gun 
ownership rights

When Sheriff Scott Jenkins swore to protect the
US Constitution, he swore to protect the
Second Amendment-even from new laws in

Virginia that he says threaten to deprive citizens of their
right to bear arms. Since December, he has become a
key figure in a pro-Second Amendment protest move-
ment that has organized a protest in Richmond, the
state capital, on Monday. At least 10,000 supporters
plan on attending, according to media reports. “The
Constitution is very clear: the Second Amendment

grants every citizen to bear arms, specifically against a
tyrannical government,” said the officer from Culpeper
County, a rural region about 60 miles (100 kilometers)
southwest of Washington. Virginia, which has tradition-
ally leaned conservative, flipped in November and
passed into Democratic hands. State Democrats prom-
ised to tackle what they considered the laxity surround-
ing carrying laws, particularly after a May 2019 shoot-
ing in Virginia Beach that left 12 dead. 

The Second Amendment, which states that “the
right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not
be infringed,” has proved controversial over the years
and has been subject to many different interpreta-
tions. The Supreme Court has ruled that individuals
have the right to keep firearms in their households,
but left it to states to determine how the weapons
could be transported. New laws under consideration
in Virginia would prohibit magazines with more than
10 rounds, the purchase of more than one weapon per

month, and permit judges to seize weapons from indi-
viduals deemed dangerous.

A draft ban on the sale of semi-automatic rifles, how-
ever, has been abandoned. “We have good enough laws
already on the book that do a fine job of restricting
dangerous weapons, and there is no need for further
restrictions,” said Jenkins. The imposing sheriff, who
believes in the right to self-defense, said that limiting
residents’ right to own firearms would allow potential
criminals to do even more harm.

Throughout the state of Virginia, more than 100
counties and localities-including Culpeper-have pro-
claimed themselves as sanctuaries, threatening not to
apply the new laws. Jenkins, who prefers the term “con-
stitutional county,” promised that if the bills were
adopted, he would deputize anyone who wanted to do
so, and who fit the conditions, allowing them to legally
keep their weapons. He said he already has several
thousand candidates from all over the state. — AFP

Martin Luther King Jr

Washington Watch 


