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Abstract
The birthplace and former stronghold of the late Muammar Qadhafi, 
the coastal city of Sirte, was stigmatised and marginalised following 
the fall of the regime in October 2011. However, since 2019 it has 
again become the epicentre of Libya’s domestic and international  
conflict. How can this sudden change in the strategic importance of 
the city be explained?

Based on numerous interviews with key actors from Sirte and on 
both warring sides, this paper analyses how the strategic importance 
of Sirte has evolved since Haftar’s LAAF military offensive on Tripoli 
in April 2019 and how the city has now become central to the Libyan 
conflict and its resolution through international diplomatic efforts.

Introduction 
The city of Sirte, located in the middle of the Libyan littoral and at the 
western edge of the ‘Oil Crescent,’ was the theatre of the final battle 
of the 2011 civil war, but after being ‘liberated’ by the revolutionary 
forces in October it faded into the margins of Libya’s transition. 
The city was military defeated, socially marginalised and politically 
excluded. However, since 2019 it has again become the epicentre of 
Libya’s domestic and international conflict. How can this sudden 
change in the strategic importance of the city be explained?

The birthplace and former stronghold of the late Muammar Qadhafi, 
Sirte, and its inhabitants were marginalised and stigmatised following 
the fall of the regime in October 2011. Left devastated after weeks 
of shelling and street fighting, the city was still regarded by the 
new authorities as a stronghold of former regime supporters and 
the symbol of the ‘defeated’ in the civil war. The local communities 
had been vanquished militarily and their leadership significantly 
weakened both socially and politically. They were also excluded 
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from participation in the new political order, which they 
strongly opposed as foreign-imposed and viewed as the 
cause of the country’s destruction. 

This environment offered a fertile ground for violent 
extremist groups, which rapidly converged on and took 
control of the city.2 At the beginning of 2015, the Islamic 
State organisation (IS) officially announced its control of 
the city. Sirte became the capital of IS’s ‘Tripoli Province’ 
(wilayat trablus) without facing opposition from either 
of the rival governments established in Tripoli and the 
eastern city of al-Bayda. 

Sirte and its inhabitants remained abandoned to their 
fate until spring 2016. When IS forces attempted to 
expand westward towards Misrata and Bani Walid, the 
Government of National Accord (GNA) – established in 
Tripoli in March 2016 as a result of the Libyan Political 
Agreement (LPA) – was forced to react and defend the 
area. After several months of fighting and with significant 
international support, the GNA forces finally retook 
control of Sirte in November 2016. However, despite 
the heavy price paid by GNA-affiliated forces during the 
fighting, government support for the city remained very 
low and the city marginalised. As for the troops affiliated 
with the General Command of the Libyan Arab Armed 
Forces (LAAF), they did not take part in the battle, 
instead confining themselves to maintaining control over 
the Oil Crescent east of Sirte. 

Circumstances started to change when Haftar’s LAAF 
launched its offensive on Tripoli in April 2019. This 
positioned Sirte along fault lines at the geographical, 
social and political levels, and its strategic importance for 
all the parties in the conflict increased dramatically.3 It 
took several stages from the final quarter of 2019, when 
the LAAF demonstrated interest in taking control of 
Sirte, for the city to become a hotbed of the intra-Libyan 
conflict and the international one. After surprisingly 
falling to the LAAF forces in a few hours in January 2020, 
Sirte has gradually become the conflict’s main frontline, 

2.  Collombier, Virginie, ‘Sirte’s Tribes under the Islamic State. From 
Civil War to Global Jihadism,’ in Collombier, Virginie and Roy, 
Olivier (eds), Tribes and Global Jihadism, Hurst, 2017, pp.  153-
180. 

3.  Al-Hawari, Omar, ‘The City in the Middle. Fragile Stability 
and Future Opportunities in Libya’s Sirte,’ Policy Brief, Middle 
East Directions, December 2019, https://cadmus.eui.eu/
handle/1814/65610.

and a key issue in the current military and political 
negotiations. 

The Surprise Fall of Sirte to the Libyan 
Arab Armed Forces (January 2020)
The LAAF’s interest in controlling Sirte began in 
September 2019. The city was considered important for 
its strategic location and proximity to the Oil Crescent, 
as well as for the supply lines of the LAAF forces, which 
were vying for control of Tripoli. In September 2019, 
unidentified drones supporting the LAAF attacked 
several sensitive sites of the GNA-affiliated Sirte 
Protection Force (SPF), which had controlled the city 
since 2015.4 The operations room of the SPF, its southern 
and eastern gates, and the headquarters of the Manmade 
River Authority were subjected to multiple air strikes, 
which opened the way for a ground attack on 6 January 
2020.5 The offensive resulted in the destruction of the SPF 
defence lines and its operations and communications 
centre, and a landslide victory for the LAAF. The city was 
seized with almost no losses.

The LAAF considered its control over Sirte an important 
strategic victory which contributed to strengthening 
its domestic and international position. Militarily, Sirte 
represented the best fulcrum for an attack on the city 
of Misrata, the forces of which represented a threat to 
LAAF forces in southern Tripoli. With the LAAF in 
Sirte, Misratan forces would have to split to defend either 
Tripoli or Misrata. Control over Sirte also ensured better 
supply lines between Benghazi and the Al-Jufra Airbase, 
located 250 km away from the city, which was used by the 
LAAF and its international allies to support their military 
operations to the west. At the economic level, with the fall 
of Sirte the GNA lost access to the Oil Crescent, which 
accounts for 80% of Libya’s oil exports. 

Some groups in Sirte which represented supporters of 
the former regime and Salafist armed units (the 604th 
Infantry Brigade, the Central Security Force) played an 

4.  Exclusive statement by the spokesperson for the SPF to Sputnik 
News, 16 September 2019,

 https://arabic.sputniknews.com/arab_
world/201909161042891180-يوج-فصق-ءارج-احيرج-18و-ناليتق-

./ترس-نيمأتو-ةيامح-ةوق-فدهتسا
5.  “The Libyan army controls the strategic city of Sirte” (in Arabic), 

The Independent Arabia, 6 January 2020,
 https://www.independentarabia.com/node/84526/ملاعلا/رابخألا-

. ةيجيتارتسالا-ترس-ةنيدم-ىلع-رطيسي-يبيللا-شيجلا/يبرعلا

https://arabic.sputniknews.com/arab_world/201909161042891180-قتيلان-و18-جريحا-جراء-قصف-جوي-استهدف-قوة-حماية-وتأمين-سرت/
https://arabic.sputniknews.com/arab_world/201909161042891180-قتيلان-و18-جريحا-جراء-قصف-جوي-استهدف-قوة-حماية-وتأمين-سرت/
https://arabic.sputniknews.com/arab_world/201909161042891180-قتيلان-و18-جريحا-جراء-قصف-جوي-استهدف-قوة-حماية-وتأمين-سرت/
https://www.independentarabia.com/node/84526/الأخبار/العالم-العربي/الجيش-الليبي-يسيطر-على-مدينة-سرت-الاستراتيجية
https://www.independentarabia.com/node/84526/الأخبار/العالم-العربي/الجيش-الليبي-يسيطر-على-مدينة-سرت-الاستراتيجية
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important role in the success of the LAAF’s operation. 
Some figureheads of the former regime participated in 
the attack on Sirte, such as Major General Salem Deryaq 
al-Firjani, considered one of the Firjan tribe’s most 
prominent military leader. It is also likely that Salafist 
leader Abd al-Ati Amhalhal, who travelled to Benghazi 
in December 2019, played a role in leaking important 
intelligence regarding the weaknesses of the GNA-
affiliated Sirte Protection Force (SPF),6 of which he was a 
key figure. Whether for political or social reasons, these 
groups wagered that the success of the LAAF would 
expand their influence.

The SPF – which were affiliated with the GNA’s Central 
Military Region and responsible for protecting Sirte – 
made no effort to maintain control over the city. Over 
the period from February 2019 to January 2020, most of 
the SPF fighters and brigades were mobilised to defend 
Tripoli, as the capital was considered to be of higher 
political importance. The SPF is comprised of several 
different brigades from Misrata and has more than 3,000 
fighters. In January 2020, despite attempts by some 
armed groups such as Umm al-Ma’arik Brigade from 
Sirte to repel LAAF attacks on the Eastern Axis, the 
withdrawal of the South Axis force of the SPF led to the 
collapse of its already weak fortifications. This led to the 
Eastern Axis force being exposed to attacks, forcing it 
to withdraw believing it was being attacked from within 
Sirte by supporters of the LAAF.7 However, the force later 
realised that the decision to withdraw was taken on an 
order from the SPF. 

The withdrawal of the SPF from Sirte and the lack 
of military action in the city raised many questions. 
Despite the availability of information and reports, and a 
statement by the LAAF on 22 December 2019 regarding 
its intention to attack Sirte, the GNA Central Military 
Region failed to provide the SPF with the necessary 
support.8 Several sources indicate that the LAAF did not 
find any military equipment or ammunition in Sirte on its 
capture. The lack of a proper operations room ready for 
armed conflict resulted in confusion within the SPF. The 
force had been performing routine security duties in the 
city but it was unprepared to repel a military offensive.

6.  Al-Hawari, op. cit.
7.  Author interviews with SPF personnel who participated in the 

battle, January 2020.
8.  Video statement from the SPF sit-in protesting the GNA’s non-

payment of salaries and lack of support for their forces, 5 March 
2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zXjqG4F8o64.

It is possible that the withdrawal of the GNA forces from 
Sirte was a deliberate decision. In contrast to Tripoli and 
Misrata, the city was not considered a military priority for 
the GNA in January 2020. The fall of either of the former 
could mean losing the war. The length of the military 
supply lines between Sirte and Misrata amounted to 250 
km, making the decision to defend Sirte a difficult one, 
as it could lead to the dispersal of GNA forces and to 
exposing them to attacks over a vast geographical area, 
necessitating the use of air power and contributing to 
weakening other military axes. 

The fall of Sirte had a negative impact on the economy of 
the GNA. It allowed the LAAF to play the oil card. On 17 
January 2020, only 12 days into the LAAF’s control of the 
city, LAAF loyalists shut down the export ports located 
east of Sirte,9 supporting the LAAF military operations 
by using oil to put pressure on the GNA. In April 2020 the 
GNA was forced to implement austerity measures such 
as cutting salaries funded by the public treasury,10 while 
foreign currency rates witnessed a rise of more than 50%, 
leading to inflation across Libya. This in turn contributed 
to putting more burdens on the shoulders of the GNA. 

The strategic importance of Sirte and different controlling local 
and international parties in Libya until December 2020

9.  “The National Army closes the oil ports in Libya” (in Arabic), 
Middle East Online, 18 January 2020, https://middle-east-online.
com/ايبيل-يف-طفنلا-ئناوم-قلغي-ينطولا-شيجلا .

10.  Presidential Council Decision No. 270 of 2020 on reducing the 
salaries of public employees, 12 April 2020.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zXjqG4F8o64
https://middle-east-online.com/الجيش-الوطني-يغلق-موانئ-النفط-في-ليبيا
https://middle-east-online.com/الجيش-الوطني-يغلق-موانئ-النفط-في-ليبيا
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Sirte: A New Frontline (June 2020)
In June, seven months after launching its military 
offensive, Haftar’s LAAF had not yet managed to take 
control of Tripoli. The major military developments that 
took place in western Libya and in the capital11 had a 
significant impact on the importance that both parties 
in the conflict placed on Sirte. Both the fall of western 
cities to GNA forces following increased Turkish support 
and the withdrawal of the Russian Wagner Group forces12 
supporting the LAAF from southern Tripoli on 6 June 
2020 made Sirte a frontline. For the GNA, the city became 
a defence line for western Libya and a gateway to control 
the Oil Crescent. For the LAAF and the Wagner forces, 
it also represented the most important line of defence 
for the Al-Jufra airbase and the Oil Crescent, which was 
instrumentalised by the LAAF to pressure the GNA. 

After the LAAF forces withdrew from western Libya, 
the strategy of the Turkish-backed GNA focused on 
recapturing Sirte. Unexpectedly, a GNA attack on 6 June 
2020 was repelled by LAAF-affiliated forces.13 GNA forces 
composed of the Sirte and Misrata Brigades haphazardly 
advanced towards the city, only to be met with aggressive 
resistance from the Salafist 604th Infantry Brigade and 
110th Brigade,14 now both affiliated with the LAAF,15 and 
supported by unidentified, most probably foreign,16 air 

11.  “Quick collapse of Haftar’s forces drives them out of the east. 
GNA promises more” (in Arabic), Arabic Post, 6 January 2020, 
https://arabicpost.net/تاوقل-عراستملا-رايهنالا/2020/06/06/رابخأ-

./ع-اهربجي-رتفح
12.  The Wagner Group is one of the private military companies 

supported by the Russian government. It is estimated that there 
are around 2,000 personnel affiliated with Wagner and supporting 
the LAAF. Evidence of their presence in Libya has appeared since 
2019.

13.  “Libyan Army forces repel an attack by the GNA forces in Sirte” 
(in Arabic), Russia Today, 6 June 2020,

 https://arabic.rt.com/middle_east/1121831-شيجلا-تاوق-دهاش-ايبيل-

./ترس-يف-قافولا-ةموكح-تاوقل-اموجه-دصت-يبيللا
14.  110th Brigade: a brigade affiliated with the LAAF, established in 

December 2017 by Resolution No. 401. It includes a diverse group 
of civilians and military personnel in its ranks, mostly from the 
Furjan tribe in Sirte. The public and media often confuse 110th 
Brigade with another the 210th Brigade. The 210th Brigade was 
established under the leadership of Colonel Gaddafi Al-Sadai Al-
Furjani, who was killed in an airstrike by the GNA forces in Al-
Hisha.

15.  Author interviews with military commanders of the 110th Brigade, 
June 2020.

16.  Author interviews with field commanders of the GNA forces who 
participated in the offensive, June 2020.

cover. The GNA attackers were forced to retreat about 
100 km west of Sirte after losing 32 fighters, as opposed 
to 6 fighters for the LAAF. The air forces that intervened 
to curb the attack seemed so massive and precise that 
they were able to cover an area of more than 80 km in 
length. However, the air support clearly aimed to only 
threaten the GNA forces rather than destroy them. The 
attempt by Turkish-backed GNA forces to recapture Sirte 
constituted an important shift in the importance of the 
city in the conflict. 

The risk that Haftar’s forces might collapse represented 
a threat to the interests of his international allies, mainly 
Russia, Egypt and the United Arab Emirates (UAE). 
The strategic and differing interests of these powers 
are, however, closely linked with the LAAF’s continued 
control of military bases, seaports and the Oil Crescent 
near Sirte. This was evidenced by the public appearance 
of the Russian Wagner Group in Sirte on 7 June 2020 and 
the way its fighters moved towards the frontlines and 
took full control of Qardabiya Airbase and Sirte Airport, 
indicating high Russian interest in controlling the city. 
The Egyptian government also officially announced that 
it considered Sirte a red line,17 signalling its readiness to 
act militarily to protect Egypt’s national security in the 
event that the Turkish-backed GNA forces tried to attack 
the city. All of this represented an unprecedented increase 
in the city’s importance to the countries involved in the 
Libyan war.

The Wagner forces did not trust the GNA, which still 
showed interest in capturing Sirte, to hold their advance. 
As soon as the Russian-backed forces were stationed on 
the western (Wadi Jarf) and southwestern (Qardabiya 
base) frontlines on 7 June 2020, they began laying 
mines, installing air defence systems and erecting berms 
exceeding 50 km in length on each axis.18 This made the 
Turkish-backed GNA recalculate the risk. The widened 
scope of the military dispute over the Sirte region seemed 
close to sparking a large-scale conflict in the region with 
the heavy international presence primarily of the two 
dominant players, Russia and Turkey. 

17.  Egypt’s parliament approves troop deployment to Libya, Aljazeera, 
20 July 2020, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/7/20/egypts-
parliament-approves-troop-deployment-to-libya.

18.  “Sirte mines. Suspended murder” (in Arabic), report, Euro-
Mediterranean Centre for Human Rights, 13 August 2020, https://
euromedmonitor.org/ar/article/3728/لتق-..ترس-ماغلأ-:ديدج-ريرقت-

. ذيفنتلا-فقو-عم

https://arabicpost.net/أخبار/2020/06/06/الانهيار-المتسارع-لقوات-حفتر-يجبرها-ع/
https://arabicpost.net/أخبار/2020/06/06/الانهيار-المتسارع-لقوات-حفتر-يجبرها-ع/
https://arabic.rt.com/middle_east/1121831-ليبيا-شاهد-قوات-الجيش-الليبي-تصد-هجوما-لقوات-حكومة-الوفاق-في-سرت/
https://arabic.rt.com/middle_east/1121831-ليبيا-شاهد-قوات-الجيش-الليبي-تصد-هجوما-لقوات-حكومة-الوفاق-في-سرت/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/7/20/egypts-parliament-approves-troop-deployment-to-libya
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/7/20/egypts-parliament-approves-troop-deployment-to-libya
https://euromedmonitor.org/ar/article/3728/تقرير-جديد:-ألغام-سرت..-قتل-مع-وقف-التنفيذ
https://euromedmonitor.org/ar/article/3728/تقرير-جديد:-ألغام-سرت..-قتل-مع-وقف-التنفيذ
https://euromedmonitor.org/ar/article/3728/تقرير-جديد:-ألغام-سرت..-قتل-مع-وقف-التنفيذ
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Wagner force defence lines in the vicinity of Sirte, January 2021.

Russia played a mediating role after calculating the high 
risks associated with a confrontation with the GNA and its 
Turkish ally. On 3 June 2020,19 Vice Chairman of the GNA 
Presidential Council, Ahmed Maiteeq, and GNA Foreign 
Minister Mohamed Sayala received an official invitation 
to visit Moscow. This signalled Russia’s willingness to 
shift from military action to political dialogue in order to 
preserve its interests and influence in Sirte. 

Despite a scarcity of sources regarding the agreements 
reached during this visit, clues on the ground indicated 
a tacit agreement to stop the GNA advance towards 
Sirte as it constituted a Russian red line. The agreement 
contributed to a split in the ranks of the GNA.20 While 
some military brigades seemed to agree to halt the 
conflict, both the commander of the Sirte and Al-Jufra 
Operations Room and the Minister of the Interior 
expressed their rejection of the continued presence of 
Russian forces in Sirte. However, the split within the GNA 
meant an inability to push forward with military action. 
The power balance and the risk of turning the conflict 
into an international confrontation led to an undeclared 
military truce, which subsequently paved the way for the 
UN mission to resume its role as political mediator.

19.  “Maiteeq and Sayala meet with the Russian Foreign Minister in 
Moscow” (in Arabic), Al-Wasat Portal, June 2020, http://alwasat.
ly/news/libya/285073.

20.  “The battle of Sirte further fractures the GNA” (in Arabic), Al-
Arab News, 10 July 2020, https://alarab.co.uk/قمعت-ترس-ةكرعم-

. قافولا-ةموكح-لخاد-تاقاقشنالا

Sirte at the Heart of Diplomatic Efforts 
(Autumn 2020)
The growing concern over the internationalisation of 
the Libyan conflict contributed to changing the strategic 
importance of Sirte in autumn 2020. The city has become 
a major focus of diplomatic efforts aimed at avoiding 
a transformation of the conflict over control of Sirte 
from a local one between the GNA and the LAAF into 
one between their backer states. The camp supporting 
the LAAF, represented by Russia, the UAE and Egypt, 
seemed serious about its readiness to intervene in the 
event that the GNA forces advanced towards Sirte. In 
turn, Turkey, the strategic ally of the GNA, confirmed its 
readiness for any military confrontation. For its part, the 
US did not hide its concern over the Russian presence at 
the Qardabiya airbase. This prompted the international 
community to focus its efforts on resuming diplomatic 
negotiations and addressing the causes of the conflict 
around Sirte.

A ceasefire and a resumption of oil exports

At the beginning of August, diplomatic efforts intensified, 
led by the United States and Germany. Taking into 
account the key role played by the weaponisation of oil by 
the LAAF in the escalating crisis, Washington and Berlin 
focused on pressing for a resumption of oil exports. This 
was seen as a way to remove the pretext for the GNA’s 
commitment to recapture Sirte, and also a way to avoid an 
economic and financial collapse of Libya. A preliminary 
agreement was reached to open the oil ports,21 reducing 
the city’s importance in the eyes of the GNA, which 
announced a ceasefire on 20 August and called for Sirte 
and Al-Jufra to be demilitarised.22 The removal of the 
causes which led to the escalation of the conflict around 
Sirte constituted an important driver creating a fragile 
truce.

The resumption of oil exports23 also helped to improve 
confidence among local and international parties and to 
21.  Haftar announces reopening of oil ports, Libya Observer News, 

19 August 2020, https://www.libyaobserver.ly/inbrief/haftar-
announces-reopening-oil-ports.

22.  Statement by the GNA’s President of the Presidential Council on 
the ceasefire and demilitarisation of the Sirte and Al-Jufra regions, 
21 August 2020, https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/1/91100/
Wrap-up-Ceasefire-announced-in-Libya-world-welcomes.

23.  Statement by the Libyan National Oil Corporation on lifting the 

http://alwasat.ly/news/libya/285073
http://alwasat.ly/news/libya/285073
https://alarab.co.uk/معركة-سرت-تعمق-الانشقاقات-داخل-حكومة-الوفاق
https://alarab.co.uk/معركة-سرت-تعمق-الانشقاقات-داخل-حكومة-الوفاق
https://www.libyaobserver.ly/inbrief/haftar-announces-reopening-oil-ports
https://www.libyaobserver.ly/inbrief/haftar-announces-reopening-oil-ports
https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/1/91100/Wrap-up-Ceasefire-announced-in-Libya-world-welcomes
https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/1/91100/Wrap-up-Ceasefire-announced-in-Libya-world-welcomes
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revive the economic situation. It gave the Libyan public 
hope that they would emerge from the crisis and improve 
their economic and living conditions. Russia welcomed 
the move to open the oil ports, which put its unofficial 
paramilitary forces, Wagner, and its local ally, Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar, in a better position in the eyes 
of the international and local communities. However, the 
GNA remained determined to regain control of Sirte with 
a view to using it as a base to retake the oil terminals and 
prevent the LAAF from again implementing an economic 
blockade like the one that had exhausted it.

However, the armed stalemate was not sufficient to end 
the conflict and limit Russia’s control over important air 
bases in Sirte and Al-Jufra, which was a major problem 
for both the United States and the European Union. The 
US administration introduced an initiative to make Sirte 
and Al-Jufra a demilitarised zone.24 The idea was not new, 
as many Libyan politicians and groups had previously 
suggested a transfer of the capital to Sirte, including 
the Reviving Libya Bloc,25 MP Idris al-Maghrabi26 and 
researcher Mahmoud Abu Suwa among others, in a step 
towards decentralisation and limiting the control by armed 
groups of state institutions in Tripoli. The US initiative 
was widely welcomed locally27 and internationally28 and 
contributed to Sirte gaining a central role in the military 
negotiations supervised by the UN mission.

force majeure status of safe oil fields and ports, 19 September 
2020, https://noc.ly/index.php/ar/new-2/6125-ةسسؤملا-نلعت-

.ةنمآلا-ةيطفنلا-يناوملاو-لوقحلا-نع-ةرهاقلا-ةوقلا-ةلاح-عفر-طفنلل-ةينطولا
24.  Statement by National Security Adviser Robert C. O’Brien 

Regarding Libya. 4 August 2020, https://ly.usembassy.gov/the-
white-house-calls-for-demilitarized-solution-for-sirte-and-
immediate-reopening-of-oil-sector/.

25.  The Reviving Libya Bloc is a Libyan political bloc founded by the 
former Libyan ambassador to the UAE, Aref al-Nayed.

26.  Idriss al-Maghrabi is an elected MP for Brega, and he recently 
chaired the Foreign Affairs Committee in the Libyan House of 
Representatives in Tobruk.

27.  Statement by the President of the Libyan House of Representatives, 
Aguila Saleh Issa, in an exclusive interview with Al-Arabiya 
and Al-Hadath TV, 11 August 2020, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?reload=9&v=1sD_xbxBZ3Y.

28.  Speech by German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas at the 
Security Council session on Libya, 5 August 2020, https://www.
auswaertiges-amt.de/en/newsroom/news/-/2365816.

The achievements of the 5+5 Joint Military  
Commission
The announcement of a ceasefire by the GNA and the 
House of Representatives (HoR) was insufficient to 
control the military brigades affiliated with the two camps 
and make sure that they would respect the agreement. 
It was therefore decided to create the 5+5 Libyan Joint 
Military Commission (JMC)29 to negotiate the details of 
a monitoring mechanism to strengthen the ceasefire. The 
5+5 JMC discussions began in Geneva on 19 October 
2020 and their first outcomes strengthened the fragile 
truce in Sirte. Libya's warring factions signed a permanent 
ceasefire agreement. An agreement was also concluded 
between the two sides on an exchange of prisoners and on 
the creation of a joint mechanism to ensure a continued 
oil flow30 – a resource that could cause a renewed struggle 
for control over Sirte. The agreement was considered a 
first step towards improved relations between the Libyan 
factions.

The 5+5 Commission met again in Ghadames on 2 
November 2020 and achieved a second important step 
toward building confidence between the factions. This 
meeting was the first to be organised in Libya between 
the warring armed parties since 2019. Its local character 
and the local support it gained further strengthened 
the agreements reached. They stipulated that the main 
headquarters of the JMC should be in Sirte and that 
committees should be formed in the cities of Sirte and 
Al-Jufra to oversee the withdrawal of local forces to their 
headquarters and a withdrawal of foreign forces from 
the frontlines. The JMC also called on the UN Security 
Council to issue a binding resolution to implement the 
outcomes of the Geneva talks. These diplomatic efforts 
aimed to curb the Russian threat with local support and 
under the supervision of the UN mission.

The choice of Sirte as the headquarters of the 5+5 JMC 
was widely welcomed by the city’s local community and 
actors. They saw the spotlight on the city and the arrival 
of the Commission in the city as a sign of the seriousness 

29.   The Libyan Joint Military Commission (5+5) met for the first 
time in Geneva on 3 February 2020 in talks facilitated by UN 
Special Representative Ghassan Salame. The committee consists of 
5 senior military officers chosen by the GNA and 5 senior military 
officers chosen by Field Marshal Haftar. 

30.  Statement by Acting Special Representatives of the Secretary-
General for Libya Stephanie Williams on the ongoing Libyan 5+5 
joint military commission talks in Geneva, 21 October 2020.

https://noc.ly/index.php/ar/new-2/6125-تعلن-المؤسسة-الوطنية-للنفط-رفع-حالة-القوة-القاهرة-عن-الحقول-والمواني-النفطية-الآمنة
https://noc.ly/index.php/ar/new-2/6125-تعلن-المؤسسة-الوطنية-للنفط-رفع-حالة-القوة-القاهرة-عن-الحقول-والمواني-النفطية-الآمنة
https://ly.usembassy.gov/the-white-house-calls-for-demilitarized-solution-for-sirte-and-immediate-reopening-of-oil-sector/
https://ly.usembassy.gov/the-white-house-calls-for-demilitarized-solution-for-sirte-and-immediate-reopening-of-oil-sector/
https://ly.usembassy.gov/the-white-house-calls-for-demilitarized-solution-for-sirte-and-immediate-reopening-of-oil-sector/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?reload=9&v=1sD_xbxBZ3Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?reload=9&v=1sD_xbxBZ3Y
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/newsroom/news/-/2365816
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/newsroom/news/-/2365816
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of the initiatives proposed. They hoped that it would help 
spare the city further armed conflict and contribute to 
reviving its deteriorating economy.31 Some of the residents 
also hoped32 that the UN mission’s increased focus on the 
city would reduce the violations that had been committed 
by secular and religious armed groups for nearly 9 years. 

Challenges in the implementation of the security  
arrangements

The fact that no influential actors from Sirte attended the 
5+5 Commission welcoming ceremony on 10 November 
2020 raised many questions regarding the future 
implementation of the security arrangements. Despite 
the role played by the Sirte Steering Committee and a 
few local figures who prepared the Committee’s official 
headquarters,33 the security forces which attended the 
ceremony were mostly from outside Sirte. This is unlike 
what had happened in Ghadames, where the municipal 
council officially welcomed the members of the JMC.

The Wagner forces’ control of Sirte airport impeded its 
use by the Commission's GNA representatives, who had 
to land at the Ras Lanuf Airport to the east of Sirte and 
use a 180 km-long road to reach the city and attend the 
meeting at the Committee headquarters. These facts 
raised many questions about the relationship between 
the Wagner forces and the LAAF, on the one hand, and 
about the relationship between the LAAF and the loyalist 
population of Sirte, on the other.

These obstacles did not discourage the members of 
the Commission from moving forward to hold their 

31.  The closure of the coastal road connecting Sirte with western 
Libya has had a dramatic impact on the economic situation in the 
city. Not only does Sirte depend commercially on international 
ports in the west but public institutions are also in dire need of 
being reconnected with the GNA to resume public services, 
including paying salaries and providing medicine, which makes 
the southern roads extremely dangerous and difficult. The direct 
and currently closed road between Sirte and Tripoli is only 450 
km long but the alternative road from Sirte to Al-Jufra to Bani 
Walid to Tripoli is more than 1,000 km, not to mention insecurity 
in some areas such as Shwayrif, where travellers are routinely 
subjected to armed robbery.

32.  Author conversation with young men from Sirte who moved their 
businesses to Tripoli and Misrata following the deterioration of 
the security situation in Sirte, November 2020.

33.  Preparations in Sirte to host the meeting of the Joint Military 
Committee, 8 Nov 2020, https://www.libyaconsultancy.com/
news/preparations-in-sirte-to-host-meeting-of-joint-military-
committee/.

first two-day meeting in Sirte. Its outcomes were to be 
implemented in two phases. The first phase included 
the opening of the coastal road linking Sirte to Tripoli, 
returning the local forces from the two camps to their 
bases and withdrawing foreign mercenaries supporting 
the two camps to Tripoli and Benghazi respectively. The 
second phase would start immediately after the end of 
the first phase, and it included a complete evacuation of 
foreign mercenaries from Libya.34 

Implementation was therefore tied to the extent of the 
control exerted by the Commission's members over 
foreign forces. Most of what was agreed during the 
meetings in Geneva, Ghadames and Sirte was closely 
related to the need to evacuate foreign forces from Sirte 
and Al-Jufra: the Russian Wagner forces and the so-called 
‘Janjaweed’ mercenaries, the sole foreign forces present 
on the frontlines. As such, the success of the first phase 
hinged on Russia’s commitment to secure the withdrawal 
of the Wagner forces. This was especially crucial since 
multiple military commanders in the GNA have made it 
clear that opening the coastal road could only take place 
following the withdrawal of the Wagner forces from the 
Jarf and Qubeiba areas.

Implementation of the security arrangements was also 
directly tied to the behaviour of the LAAF-affiliated forces 
in Sirte. The LAAF General Command did not seem fully 
confident of the Russian position vis-à-vis the outcomes 
of the 5+5 Commission talks. The precedent of the 
Wagner forces withdrawing from southern Tripoli in June 
2020 causing the collapse of the LAAF forces made them 
unpredictable allies. As a precautionary step, the LAAF 
began preparing some locations in Sirte to be used as 
headquarters by loyal brigades in case Russia’s agreement 
with the outcomes of the JMC’s work actually leads to the 
withdrawal of the Wagner forces. For example, the LAAF 
General Command has started preparing headquarters 
for the Salafist Tariq Bin Ziyad Brigade in view of its 
establishment in the city. Additionally, it has also entrusted 
Sirte’s Central Security force, a police institution affiliated 
with the Salafist 604th Infantry Brigade, with protecting 
the JMC’s headquarters during the Commission meeting 
in Sirte. This strategy aims to guarantee an armed support 

34.  Sami Zaptia, Libya’s 5+5 Joint Military Commission ends first 
meeting in Sirte and decides to reopen the coastal road and remove 
foreign fighters, 13 November 2020, https://www.libyaherald.
com/2020/11/13/libyas-55-joint-military-commission-ends-first-
meeting-in-sirte-decides-to-reopen-coastal-road/.

https://www.libyaconsultancy.com/news/preparations-in-sirte-to-host-meeting-of-joint-military-committee/
https://www.libyaconsultancy.com/news/preparations-in-sirte-to-host-meeting-of-joint-military-committee/
https://www.libyaconsultancy.com/news/preparations-in-sirte-to-host-meeting-of-joint-military-committee/
https://www.libyaherald.com/2020/11/13/libyas-55-joint-military-commission-ends-first-meeting-in-sirte-decides-to-reopen-coastal-road/
https://www.libyaherald.com/2020/11/13/libyas-55-joint-military-commission-ends-first-meeting-in-sirte-decides-to-reopen-coastal-road/
https://www.libyaherald.com/2020/11/13/libyas-55-joint-military-commission-ends-first-meeting-in-sirte-decides-to-reopen-coastal-road/
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base for the LAAF inside Sirte in the event that a future 
consensus government moves to the city.

With a view to ensuring the permanent presence of loyal 
LAAF affiliated brigades, the idea is to make sure that 
they are taking root and permanent in the city. 

Conclusion
Over the past year Sirte has become key in the conflict in 
Libya and also key in conflict resolution efforts conducted 
under the auspices of the United Nations. 

The work of the 5+5 Joint Military Commission since 
autumn 2020 has focused on Sirte and ways to change 
the situation on the ground in the city and in the region 
and to make the ceasefire sustainable and lead to a new 
political agreement.

However, the implementation of the agreements reached 
in the 5+5 JMC has been heavily dependent upon the 
goodwill of the LAAF and its foreign allies. Neither 
the LAAF nor its Wagner allies have shown any sign of 
evacuating Sirte so far. Most of the local forces are still 
stationed in their outposts, while Wagner forces maintain 
their positions around the frontlines at the Qardabiya 
airbase and at Sirte international airport. As for the other 
foreign forces present inside Sirte, such as the so-called 
Sudanese ‘Janjaweed,’ tensions have begun to escalate 
between them and the locals due to their involvement 
in armed robberies and frequent frictions in residential 
neighbourhoods.35 Moreover, the continued presence of 
the Russian Wagner forces inside Sirte has strengthened 
the position of the LAAF in negotiations.

The success of the dialogue supervised by UNSMIL 
actually depends on the implementation of the agreements 
reached between the Libyan factions in the 5+5 JMC 
talks. This is a condition for any significant progress to 
be achieved in the political and economic tracks of the 
dialogue. 

Most of the GNA representatives in the UNSMIL-led 
dialogue derive their power from their military strength. 
Consequently, none of them will support any outcome of 
the political track that is inconsistent with the military 

35.  The tensions led to the killing of three ‘Janjaweed’ fighters between 
September and December 2020 in sporadic clashes with locals. 
These figures were confirmed by a source at Ibn Sina Hospital in 
Sirte.

track in order to avoid losing their support base. This 
also means bringing the economic track back to ground 
zero. The LAAF would then have no option but to return 
to using the oil card to pressure the GNA, which would 
mean an increase in the chances of a return to armed 
conflict. 

On the other hand, the characteristics of Sirte’s social 
fabric and its links with most components of Libyan 
society could be invested more to support peace 
efforts. The city, as a potential buffer zone and a social 
centre linking eastern and western Libya, could play 
an important role in managing the security dialogue 
to unify the security institutions and rebuild them in a 
more stable and exemplary manner. In addition, the city’s 
geographical location and connection to the Oil Crescent 
could represent an opportunity to launch a unified 
security project that promotes stability by addressing 
one of the main causes of the conflict, the control of oil 
resources, by reforming the Petroleum Facilities Guard 
(PFG) away from the political and social conflict.36

The city of Sirte, located far from the power centres of 
the parties in the conflict, could also become the final 
departure point for the withdrawal of foreign forces and 
their supplies. The city’s international seaport, airport 
and military bases could be used to withdraw foreign 
forces under the supervision of a UN monitoring mission 
according to an announced timetable. Certainly, this 
would have an important impact on support for the 
UNSMIL-led political and economic dialogue tracks. 

It would also be key to the withdrawal of local forces. 
Deprived of direct foreign support on the ground, the 
two parties in the conflict would find it more difficult to 
stay away from their power bases in Tripoli and Beng-
hazi. Therefore, the evacuation of foreign forces may be a 
suitable gesture to enhance confidence and facilitate the 
return of most local forces to their positions.

The success of the UNSMIL-led dialogue to a large extent 
depends on the withdrawal of foreign military forces 
from Libya, to be followed by the withdrawal of local 
forces conducted in parallel with the unification of the 
security institutions in the city of Sirte. So far, however, 

36.  One the main disadvantages of the Petroleum Facilities Guard is 
that it is composed of tribal groups. Most of its members belong 
to al-Maghraba tribes in eastern Libya, which means they are very 
likely to be involved in the political conflict.
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Moscow has displayed no concrete support for the efforts 
of the UN mission to stop the ongoing conflict in Sirte. 
The absence of effective leverage on the Russian side may 
contribute to a collapse of the truce and a resumption of 
the conflict, together with a collapse of trust between the 
Libyan factions and the international community.
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