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This policy outlook examines Russia’s strategy towards Libya post- 2011.  The Kremlin ’s 
various interests in Libya are assessed and used to explain Russia’s policy in Libya and its 

effect on the Libyan conflict. Russia’s approach towards Libya is driven by numerous interests, 
which range from geostrategic, economic, political and military, with a priority of marking the 

Russian presence in the Mediterranean region.  Russia has used Libya’s conflict to increase 
its influence on Europe’s southern flank and its access to Libya’s natural resources. Russia has 
arguably been filling the vacuum left by NATO to further its interests regardless of the cost to 

international peace and stability. 

The opinions expressed in this policy outlook represent the views of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the TRT World Research Centre.

(Hazem Turkia - Anadolu Agency)
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Introduction 
The current conflict in Libya can be traced back to the 2011 
uprising against the country’s long time ruler, Muammar 
Gaddafi, the subsequent NATO intervention in support of 
anti-Gaddafi revolutionary militias and Gaddafi’s eventual 
toppling. The overthrow of Gaddafi’s regime failed to cre-
ate stable political structures. The country steadily fell into 
conflict fueled both by internal contradictions underlying 
the rivalry of various political-military forces, as well as 
external interference by regional and international actors 
pursuing their own economic and political-strategic inter-
ests. 

In 2011 Russia avoided a direct military response in Libya 
unlike in Syria, where Russia has heavily supported Mos-
cow’s long-time ally, President Bashar al-Assad, since 2015. 
However, since 2015, Russia has been ramping up its en-
gagement in Libya by lending support to Khalifa Haftar, a 
a former general in Gaddafi’s army and leader of the self-
styled Libyan National Army (LNA), in his offensive against 
the UN-backed government in Tripoli. 

Until December last year, Haftar’s forces had the edge 
in the country’s civil war due in no small part to support 
from Egypt, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Russia, and 
France. Since November 2019, when Turkey signed a mili-
tary pact with UN-backed Government of National Accord 
(GNA), Ankara has given considerable military assistance 
to Haftar’s opponents, including armed drones and air de-
fence systems, which have shifted the balance of force on 
the ground. 

With crucial support from Turkey, since April, forc-
es aligned with the GNA have inflicted a string of defeats 
on Haftar’s forces, leading to the eventual collapse of his 
militias in western Libya. As a result, hundreds of Russian 
and Syrian mercenaries, which had been deployed in sup-
port the LNA, have been pulled back from Tripoli’s front-
lines.

GNA forces are now fighting against Haftar’s LNA militias 
in Sirte, a strategic coastal city and the gateway to the oil-
fields and the east. Recently, Turkey made its position clear 
that solving the issue of Sirte and the al Jufra air base is a 
pre-requisite to any sustainable settlement to the ongoing 
conflict. 

Even though Haftar has failed to capture Tripoli following a 
14-month campaign, his foreign sponsors appear to be re-
positioning themselves to be able to protect their commer-
cial and political interests in eastern Libya and oil resourc-
es east of Sirte. As a result, Russia has reportedly sent 14 
MiG 29 and Su-24 fighter jets to the Haftar-controlled al Ju-
fra airbase. Furthermore, Egyptian President Abdal Fattah 
el-Sisi warned that Cairo would not allow forces fighting for 
the GNA to seize the coastal town of Sirte or the al-Jufra 
airbase in central Libya. 

What drives Russia’s 
policies in Libya? 
Russia’s strategy towards Libya is driven by numerous in-
terests, which range from geostrategic, economic, political 
and military, with a priority of marking the Russian pres-
ence in the Mediterranean region.  

Umberto Profazio, Maghreb Analyst at NATO foundation, 
told TRT World Research Centre, that: “The main drivers of 
Russia’s policy towards Libya are the Moscow’s geopoliti-
cal ambitions and its economic interests, especially in the 
energy sector. After Russia’s strong comeback in the Mid-
dle East, Moscow sensed an opportunity in North Africa, 
where the partial disinterest of the Trump administration 
paved the way for major overtures by the Russians in terms 
of investment, arms sales and military support for their al-
lies. The faltering multilateral approach adopted by the EU 
and the divide among member countries, especially evi-
dent in the conflicting agendas of France and Italy in Libya 
in 2017-2018, favoured major inroads by Moscow”. 

Russia has used Libya’s conflict to increase its influence on 
Europe’s southern flank and its access to Libya’s natural re-
sources. Russia has arguably been filling the vacuum left 
by NATO to further its interests regardless of the cost to 
international peace and stability. 

Samuel Ramani, a researcher at the University of Oxford’s 
Department of Politics and International Relations, told 
TRT World Research Centre that: “Russia’s policy in Libya 
is much more opportunistic than it is in Syria. Russia’s pol-
icy in Libya is motivated by its desire for influence in the 
country and is not wedded to any particular regime struc-
ture or balance of power. Russia’s support for Khalifa Haftar 
is due to its general preference for authoritarian rule and 
military dictatorship but is not a deeply rooted alliance like 
Moscow has with Bashar al-Assad’s regime, and is chiefly 
a means of projecting influence in Libya. From a strategic 

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu, Turkey’s Minister 
of Finance and Treasury, Berat Albayrak, Head of the Turkish 

Intelligence Organization Hakan Fidan and Turkish Presidential 
Spokesperson Ibrahim Kalin are welcomed by Minister of Foreign 

Affairs of Libya Mohamed Taha Siala upon their arrival for an official 
visit, on June 17, 2020 in Tripoli, Libya. (Fatih Aktaş - Anadolu Agency)

https://www.jstor.org/tc/accept?origin=%2Fstable%2Fpdf%2F26661992.pdf%3Fab_segments%3D0%252Fbasic_SYC-4946%252Fcontrol&is_image=False
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6244656/new-evidence-russian-aircraft-active-libyan-airspace
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-06-20/egypt-s-sisi-warns-of-intervention-in-libyan-city-of-sirte
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standpoint, Russia views Libya as a valuable market for 
future arms deals and energy-related reconstruction con-
tracts, especially if sanctions against eastern Libya and the 
arms embargo are eventually lifted in the event of a peace 
deal. Russia also views eastern Libya, especially Benghazi, 
as a potential location to construct a Russian base, which 
would revive its Soviet-era superpower status in the Medi-
terranean and build on Putin’s 2008 meeting with Gaddafi. 
Finally, Russia wants to insert itself as a diplomatic stake-
holder in Libya to show that its status in Middle Eastern 
diplomacy extends beyond Syria to the broader MENA 
region”. 

Political Interests   
Under Gaddafi, Tripoli and Moscow enjoyed strong rela-
tions and significant economic and political ties, including 
arms deals and licensing agreements for Russian oil and 
gas companies. More significantly, Russian involvement in 
Libya has had a historical geopolitical dimension, particu-
larly in its desire for access to Mediterranean ports. Libya 
is therefore important to Russia both economically and 
politically. 

After the collapse of Gaddafi regime, Russia sought to posi-
tion itself according to the shifting political scene in Libya. 
U.S. disengagement from the region encouraged Russia to 
expand its influence in the country.

Grzegorz Kuczyński, Director Eurasia Program at the War-
saw Institute, a Polish non-profit think tank, told TRT World 
Research Centre that: “Libya is a matter of prestige for Pu-
tin, he wishes to regain the influence Russia once had in 
Libya and wants to make up for its mistake of not blocking 
the 2011 NATO air operation in that country. Moscow views 
Libya as yet another case of the negative impact that the so-
called Arab Spring had on the entire region (Putin is hostile 
towards all kinds of social revolutions). Furthermore, Rus-
sia views Libya as another important field for rivalry with 
the West and the different Middle Eastern players. A strong 
position in Libya would cement and even expand the Rus-
sian presence in the Mediterranean and North African re-
gions. We should also remember that Libya is a “gateway to 
Europe” for a large majority of illegal immigration coming 
from Africa. Moscow would love to play a key role here in 
order to influence the migration processes to be able to use 
these for potential destabilisation of the EU”. 

Peeling Western partners away from the United States and 
into Moscow’s orbit is a significant Russian ambition. Putin 
seeks to establish himself as a peacemaker. Thereby pres-
ents himself as a more reliable player. Reducing Western 
influence is a vital Russian objective in the region. 

According to Profazio, “the importance of Libya in the 
Kremlin’s plans must not be underestimated. It provides an 
opportunity for Russia’s diplomacy to reverse the results 
of the NATO-backed intervention that toppled Muammar 

Gaddafi in 2011, restoring Moscow’s position and prestige 
in the region. At the same time, it provides a strategic link 
between a long-term ally in the Maghreb, Algeria, and 
Egypt, a new strategic partner to which Moscow wants to 
show the full extent of its reliability. By expanding its influ-
ence in Libya, with the aim of assuming a leading role in 
the peace process, the Kremlin also pursues its long-term 
strategic goal of posing a threat to the southern flank of 
NATO, sowing division in and undermining the alliance”. 

Geostrategic (military) 
and Economic Interests
Libya emerged as significant arms market for the Soviet 
Union after World War II.  In the 1970s, Muammar Gadda-
fi opened up to Moscow. Libya subsequently became one 
of Moscow’s most significant  arm buyers. Gaddafi also 
signed contracts to bring around a thousand Soviet engi-
neers and military advisers to Libya to establish more mod-
ern missile bases. Reportedly, since then, more than 11,000 
Russian soldiers have been to Libya.

Anna Borshchevskaya, a senior fellow at the Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy, commented that “The ze-
ro-sum struggle with the West over geostrategic position-
ing and access to energy resources and ports continues to 
guide the Kremlin’s thinking today. Putin began reviving 
ties with Libya soon after becoming president in 2000, and 
relations improved significantly after he met with Gaddafi 
in Tripoli in 2008. Soon afterwards, Moscow wrote off most 
of Libya’s nearly $5 billion debt in exchange for contracts 
on oil, gas, weaponry, and railways”. 

Country
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Soviet Arms to Selected
African Countries, 1986-1990

https://www.politico.com/f/?id=0000016b-a5a1-d241-adff-fdf908e00001
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/anotes_0992.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2016/09/01/russia-and-libya-a-brief-history-of-an-on-again-off-again-friendship/
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/russias-growing-interests-in-libya
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In 2011, the NATO-led operation in Libya cost Moscow its 
long-term access to Libya and billions of dollars in con-
tracts.   When Gaddafi was toppled, Russia seemed con-
cerned that the country could fall under the orbit of NATO. 
As a result, the Kremlin has sought to win back access to 
Libya while simultaneously increasing Russia’s compre-
hensive naval capabilities.  For instance, in 2013, Moscow 
announced a permanent Mediterranean naval presence. 

Russia also seems to be interested in reconstruction proj-
ects. After years of conflict, Libya  requires major recon-
struction, particularly with regards to infrastructure such 
as roads, railways, and ports. 

In Kuczyński’s opinion, “as a large crude oil producer, Libya 
is an attractive market for investments by Russian oil com-
panies that need to look for new oil deposits, especially due 
to the expected depletion of currently exploited sources in 
mainland Russia. Further to just crude oil, Libya is also a 
potentially large outlet for Russian armaments contracts 
as well as very profitable infrastructure projects (e.g. con-
struction of railways). Just like in Syria, the Russians want 
access contracts for the reconstruction of a war-ravaged 
country funded by the Gulf monarchies or the West. In re-
cent months Libya has increased in economic importance 
due to plans for the exploitation of its large gas deposits 
in the eastern Mediterranean – bringing the idea of the 
EastMed gas pipeline one step closer to existence see Tur-
key’s maritime agreement with the government in Tripoli”.

Moscow’s ties with Haftar
The Kremlin, under Vladimir Putin, has sought to increase 
its influence in Libya through its backing of Haftar’s war 
against the Tripoli-based GNA.  Russia’s rapprochement 
with Haftar can be traced back to 2015 when Moscow 
engaged in the Libyan civil war after the NATO-backed 
intervention to oust Gaddafi.  

According to media reports, Putin wants to make the war-
torn North African country “his new Syria”. From 2015 to 
2019, Moscow provided financial and diplomatic support 
for Haftar but since 2019 Russia has intervened far more 
directly to shape the outcome of Libya’s chaotic civil war. 
Reportedly, it has brought in advanced fighter jets, air de-
fence systems, mercenaries, and  precision-guided artil-
lery, the same playbook that made the Kremlin a principal 
player in the Syrian civil war. 

Since 2015, Russia’s diplomatic engagement with Haftar 
has intensified. Haftar has met with Russian ministers on 
several occasions. It was claimed that Russia and the LNA 
signed a $2 billion arms deal in exchange for allowing Rus-
sia to establish a military facility in eastern Libya.

According to media  reports, Haftar reached out to the 
Kremlin for military and financial support in 2015. In return, 
Haftar promised lucrative oil exports to Russia if he could 

take control of the Sharara and El Fil oil fields. Allegedly, 
Russia accepted the offer and started giving Haftar’s forces 
military advice and diplomatic support at the UN. Russia 
has even been accused of printing money for the paral-
lel  central bank in eastern Libya.  It is claimed the money 
has been used to fuel the war on Tripoli.

Since 2015, Russia has been ramping up its engagement 
in Libya, where it sees an opportunity and a chance to ex-
pand its influence. Therefore, the Kremlin has been sup-
porting Haftar in order to preserve the sites for exploration 
and production of oil, which are located largely in the east 
and southeast of Libya, currently controlled by Haftar’s 
forces. 

The Central Bank of Libya headquartered in Tripoli is Lib-
ya’s only internationally recognised central bank. How-
ever, Russian state-owned company Goznak has been 
accused of printing Libyan dinars and delivering them to 
the eastern-based Central Bank of Libya (CBL) which is not 
recognised by the international community. For instance, 
Malta recently seized US$ 1.1 billion worth of Libyan dinars 
notes printed in Russia and bound for eastern Libya. 
According to a Wall Street Journal report, there have been 
a series of cash infusions that have helped fund Haftar’s 
operations. In April this year, 100 tonnes of Russian man-
ufactured Libyan bank notes were delivered to the east-
ern-based CBL. The inflow of Russian-printed Libyan 
dinars over the years has  aggravated  Libya’s economic 
challenges. 

For Ramani, “Russia wants Haftar to have de facto control 
over eastern and southern Libya, so Moscow can get pref-
erential access to oil fields under his control and maintain a 
sphere of influence in Libya. Russia’s aim in supporting his 
offensive on Tripoli was to bolster Haftar’s diplomatic bar-
gaining position, so this dovetails closely with Moscow’s 
broader strategy”. 

Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov (R) meets with Khalifa 
Haftar at the Russian Foreign Ministry’s Reception House in 

Moscow, Russia on January 13, 2020. (Russian Foreign Ministry / 
Handout - Anadolu Agency)

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_71652.htm
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-navy-mediterranean/russia-announces-permanent-mediterranean-naval-presence-idUSBRE95515I20130606
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/7448072/russia-missiles-libya-warlord/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-52811093
file:///Users/miharnold/Desktop/TRT/Haftar%20has%20met%20with%20the%20Russian%20ministers%20several%20times.
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/russia-strategy-libya-190710070457901.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/russia-strategy-libya-190710070457901.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/nov/01/malta-halts-shipment-of-cash-destined-for-libyan-rebel-chief
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-libya-usa-banknotes/russia-denies-u-s-claim-that-libyan-banknotes-seized-in-malta-are-counterfeit-idUSKBN2360NA
https://www.state.gov/seizure-by-malta-of-1-1-billion-of-counterfeit-libyan-currency/
file:///Users/miharnold/Desktop/TRT/Malta%20seized%20US$%201.1%20bn%20of%20Libyan%20currency%20notes%20printed%20in%20Russia%20bound%20for%20the%20eastern-based%20Central%20Bank%20of%20Libya%20(CBL).%20The%20eastern%20CBL%20is%20not%20recognized%20by%20the%20international%20community.
https://www.wsj.com/articles/russia-reinforces-foothold-in-libya-as-militia-leader-retreats-11593453304
https://www.state.gov/seizure-by-malta-of-1-1-billion-of-counterfeit-libyan-currency/
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Russia’s involvement in Libya takes place primarily 
through the  ‘private’  security firm Wagner, a company 
with  reported  ties to the Kremlin. According to a UN re-
port, since September 2019, hundreds of mercenaries from 
Wagner Group have been operating in Libya. Fighting 
alongside Haftar’s militias bolstered their efforts to seize 
the capital from the UN-backed government.   Reported-
ly, Russia has also supplied Haftar’s militias with anti-tank 
missiles and laser-guided artillery. Supported by a number 
of countries, Haftar’s militias made some slow territorial 
gains in the capital and pushed the war into a more dan-
gerous phase until December 2019.

In November 2019, Turkey signed a military pact with 
UN-backed GNA. Since then Turkey has provided vital 
military support, including armed drones and air defence 
systems which have shifted the balance on the ground. In 
early June, GNA forces pushed Haftar’s militias out of Trip-
oli’s international airport. The following  day, they re-cap-
tured Tarhuna, a city 90 km to the southeast. A day after, 
the oil fields in Sharara were back in the GNA’s controls and 
were pumping for the first time since January. At the time 
of writing, GNA forces were advancing on Sirte, the gate-
way to the east of the country and Libya’s oil fields.

As a result, hundreds of Russian and Syrian mercenaries 
supporting Haftar have been  pulled back  from Tripoli’s 
frontlines. In the meantime, Russia has been  accused  of 
sending 14 MiG 29 and Su-24 fighter jets into Haftar-
controlled al Jufra airbase, a key military base that has been 
used as the primary air and logistics hub for Haftar’s LNA 
into western Libya and launching point for the offensive 
against UN-backed government in Tripoli. 

Will Moscow continue to 
support Haftar?   
At the end of April, Haftar sought to rule out the Libyan 
Political Agreement(LPA) and pledged that he would move 
toward installing a new government. Many interpreted 
his actions as being a means to prevent a bigger role for 
Aguila Saleh, the Speaker of the Tobruk-based House of 
Representatives(HoR) during any negotiations that might 
take place. Russia did not appear to  endorse  Haftar›s 
power grab in Libya. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lav-
rov said that Moscow did not approve of Haftar›s move to 
seize control of the country. 

In  the past few weeks, the Kremlin seems to have been 
reaching out to other Libyan political leaders, the most no-
table of which is the aforementioned Aguila Saleh. Haftar’s 
heavy losses in western Libya have caused fractures within 
his eastern camp. His recent rejection of the political set-
tlement and declaration of full control over eastern Libya, 
which angered many of his political allies, including Aguila 
Saleh and dominant tribes such as al-Ubaidat, have been 

fanning the flames of discord. As a result, Haftar may in-
creasingly face challenges to his position.

On 30 April, Aguila Saleh declared that he had worked 
with Russian advisers in drafting a political road map that 
called for an end to aggressions, the establishment of a 
three-member presidential council  representing Libya’s 
three main regions  and a new government of national 
unity while proposing only a military position for the LNA. 

For Profazio, “The withdrawal of the Wagner company’s 
mercenaries from the southern Tripoli frontline in early 
June was a strong sign of Russia’s progressive and ineluc-
table disengagement from Haftar. The series of defeats in 
western Libya and the loss of the strategic base of al-Wa-
tiya represented a significant blow to the Libyan National 
Army and its ambition of taking control of Tripoli. From 
this point of view, Moscow became fully aware of the im-
possibility for Haftar to implement its nationalistic project 
and seize power in the entire country”. 

“Additionally, at the same time, the re-deployment of the 
Wagner mercenaries in al Jufra and, more importantly, the 
delivery of a dozen fighter jets from Moscow to the same 
airbase via the Khmeimim Air Base, shed light on the com-
plex strategy adopted by Russia in Libya. Given the inabil-
ity of Haftar to take control of Tripoli, the presence of the 
Russian forces in al Jufra talks represents a red line, an in-
dication of Russia’s interest in freezing the front and trying 
to preserve the unity of the eastern camp facing the GNA’s 
counteroffensive. In this perspective, the resumption of 

Russian Defence Minister Sergey Shoygu (R) meets with Khalifa 
Haftar at the Russian Foreign Ministry’s Reception House in Moscow, 

Russia on January 13, 2020. ( Russian Foreign Ministry / Handout- 
Anadolu Agency)

https://www.trtworld.com/opinion/the-wagner-group-a-private-military-company-that-s-not-exactly-private-32840
https://www.wsj.com/articles/russian-jet-fighters-in-libya-signal-new-risky-phase-of-war-11590776569
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-52571777
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-52571777
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/libya/2019-05-30/libyas-new-civil-war
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/libya/2019-05-30/libyas-new-civil-war
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-turkey/turkey-to-back-libya-deployment-bill-but-troops-unlikely-for-now-idUSKBN1Z10UN
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/russian-fighters-flown-western-libya-haftar-retreat-200524200905871.html
https://www.ft.com/content/5309c6a6-3f05-4867-9675-5b12a9802adc
https://apnews.com/67acc2f25b419488e3d5ddf1c0720a79
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-russia/russia-still-committed-to-diplomatic-process-in-libya-after-haftar-power-grab-idUSKCN22A11Z
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-russia-lavrov/russia-disapproves-of-haftars-power-grab-in-libya-ifax-cites-foreign-minister-idUSKCN22A23J
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/05/russia-pull-support-hifter-libya-gna-army-aguila-saleh-issa.html
https://www.libyaobserver.ly/news/hor-speaker-says-his-political-initiative-drafted-russia-warns-imminent-defeat-south-tripoli
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talks and the calls for a ceasefire on 6 June in Cairo shift-
ed the focus from the military to the political dimensions, 
in which the importance of the President of the House of 
Representatives (HoR) Aguila Saleh is furtherly stressed”, 
Profazio said. 

For Kuczynski, “this will likely depend on the stance of 
Haftar himself - whether and to what extent, is he ready 
to make concessions after his recent defeats. His current 
position has been weakened, and it is difficult to imagine 
a repetition of the situation that took place in January in 
Moscow, when Haftar refused to sign the truce, humiliat-
ing his Russian hosts. Importantly, Haftar may also have 
problems on his own territory - the presence of the Pres-
ident of the House of Representatives from Tobruk, Aguila 
Saleh, in Cairo at a joint conference of President Sisi and 
Haftar might have been an attempt by Egypt and Russia to 
put pressure on the LNA commander. Moscow now seeks 
a truce and will want to force Haftar to accept it - the prob-
lem is that Tripoli and Turkey will not necessarily agree on 
all points”.

Haftar started his assault on the capital, expected to last 
just a few days, more than a year ago. While Turkey’s recent 
intervention in support of the UN-backed government has 
tipped the balance of power on the ground in favour of the 
GNA, Haftar’s foreign backers, including Russia, are likely 
to place Aguila Saleh as the Kremlin’s new political ally for 
the next phase of its engagement in eastern Libya. 

Will the U.S. act to 
confront Russia’s military 
moves in Libya?    
Russia and the U.S. appear to be heading for some kind of 
confrontation in Libya, as tensions increase on both sides. 
The Pentagon has been highlighting  Russia’s increasing 
involvement in Libya. 

Until now, the U.S. has been reluctant to intervene in Libya. 
The Trump administration has long seen the Libyan con-
flict as a European problem of little strategic importance. 
This has arguably provided Russia more room to manoeu-
vre and exploit a vacuum where Moscow sees economic 
opportunities and a chance to expand its influence at the 
expense of Western powers.
  
Libya seems to increasingly be on Washington’s radar 
largely because Russia has stepped up its involvement by 
sending fighter jets, mercenaries and  is reportedly aiming 
to set up a military base. Thus, the United State Africa Com-
mand (AFRICOM) recently sounded the alarm by releasing 
details of arms transfers.

AFRICOM  said  it is considering deploying a Security 
Force Assistance Brigade in Tunisia to confront Russia’s 
aggressive military moves in Libya. In a statement, AF-
RICOM said that “Russia is clearly trying to tip the scales in 
its favour in Libya”.

On June 8, Turkish President Recep Tayyip  Erdo-
gan  phoned President Trump  to discuss Libya. The two 
countries have reached “some agreements” that might 
open a “new era” in the war-torn country, Erdogan said in 
an interview with state broadcaster TRT.

Profazio argues that “the US military is certainly raising 
the alarm about Russian conduct in Libya, and containing 
Russia is undoubtedly behind its strengthened support for 
the GNA, dialogue with Turkey and NATO’s similar policies. 
The US believes that Russia’s policy in Libya is much like 
Syria or Ukraine and seems to overestimate the leverage 
Moscow possesses relative to the UAE, which gets little 
scrutiny in Washington, except from some Democrats in 
Congress. In practice though, the US is detached from the 
Libyan military developments and peace process and will 
not intervene to counter Russia in a material way. Russia 
knows that US rhetoric is unlikely to lead to intervention, 
so it is pushing Washington’s limits through military esca-
lations and assertiveness in the diplomatic sphere”. 

For his part, Kuczyński contends that “for now, Russia has 
limited its military movements in Libya. Mercenaries were 
withdrawn from the front, and the issue of aircraft that ar-
rived in al Jufra and the subsequent AFRICOM message 
remains debatable - it will be extremally difficult to prove 
that the fighters were a form of Russian military assis-
tance to Haftar. In my opinion, you should not expect US 
military involvement – the reason is, among other things, 
that Trump will not want another US military intervention 
abroad during the election year”.

Recently, Jens Stoltenberg, NATO Secretary-Gener-
al,  held  a phone call with Libyan Prime Minister Fayez al 
Sarraj to discuss the latest developments in the country. 
The NATO chief confirmed the military alliance’s readiness 
to support Libya by building defence and security capaci-
ties. In addition, the NATO secretary also spoke with Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and discussed the 
possibility of a NATO capacity building mission in Libya. 
NATO’s offer of support for the UN-backed government is 
especially notable in that it may bring the GNA closer to 
NATO. 

Given the circumstances in Libya, the US may provide 
support to the GNA under a NATO flag and in close coor-
dination with Turkey and with other international efforts, 
including those of the UN and the European Union to con-
front Russia’s influence in the country. 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/26/pentagon-libya-russia-fighter-aircraft-rhetoric-africom/
https://efile.fara.gov/docs/6170-Informational-Materials-20200529-450.pdf
https://uk.reuters.com/article/libya-security-usa-tunisia/update-2-u-s-considers-sending-training-unit-to-tunisia-amid-north-africa-tensions-idUKL8N2DC02K
https://www.africom.mil/media-room/pressrelease/32789/russia-deploys-military-fighter-aircraft-to-libya
https://www.trtworld.com/turkey/turkey-us-nearing-new-era-in-ties-in-handling-of-libya-37093
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_175873.htm
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Can Russia and Turkey 
mediate a just and 
permanent peace in 
Libya? 
Ankara and Moscow also back opposite sides in Syria, 
where they have experience in co-ordinating military op-
erations to avoid serious escalation. Through this, they 
have demonstrated their ability to, at least partly, be able 
to balance their differences. For example, Turkey’s foreign 
minister, Mevlut Cavusoglu recently stated that Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin have “agreed to continue working together 
to establish a lasting cease-fire in Libya”. 

The increasing number of mercenaries from Wagner, who 
are mobilising to support Haftar’s LNA in Sirte, indicates 
that Moscow is repositioning itself and enhancing its posi-
tion in the city. For its part, Turkey demands all mercenar-
ies, including Haftar’s militias, withdraw from the strategic 
city before a comprehensive ceasefire can be reached. 
Turkish backed-GNA forces seem determined to re-take 
the city. Control of the city by GNA forces would serve to 
reduce the influence of mercenaries whose presence in 
the country serves nothing but to fuel more conflict and 
cause greater destruction.

The disagreement over Sirte and the al Jufra air base is like-
ly to deepen the differences between Turkey and Russia. 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and Defense Min-
ister Sergey Shoygu were scheduled to meet their Turkish 
counterparts in Istanbul, however, the visit was postponed 
at the last minute.

Kuczyński further observed that “this is unlikely at the 
current stage of the Libyan war. First, it would have to be 
linked to the resolving of the Syrian case. Secondly, Libya 
- more than Syria – is now the state where the interests of 
other countries, such as Egypt and the Emirates, are con-
stantly growing. Last but certainly not least, a just and last-
ing peace will not possible as long as Haftar remains ahead 
of one of the warring parties - he is much too independent 
from Moscow, and at the same time very conflicted with 
Prime Minister Sarraj making peace impossible”.

Profazio has a nuanced standpoint. For him, “considering 
the diverging agendas of their local proxies, their regional 
alliances and the intense competition to defend and ad-
vance their interest in Libya, it is highly unlikely that Russia 
and Turkey would find a common understanding and me-
diate a just and permanent peace in Libya. By indicating 
Aguila Saleh as the most credible interlocutor to resume 
talks, Turkey made a choice towards a political solution to 
the crisis. However, Aguila Saleh has frequently accused 
Turkey for its intervention in Libya and is very close to the 
Egyptian leadership, which, since the start of the attack 
on Tripoli in 2019, has seen him as a useful alternative to 
Haftar”.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L) meets with Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) within the Berlin Conference on Libyan peace in 
Berlin, Germany on January 19, 2020. (Turkish Presidency/Murat Cetinmuhurdar - Anadolu Agency)

file:///Users/miharnold/Desktop/TRT/v
https://news.yahoo.com/turkey-says-haftar-forces-pull-key-city-libya-154703470.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/06/libya-gna-liberation-sirte-jufra-urgent-200628070603035.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/06/turkey-russia-continue-work-libya-ceasefire-200615113948418.html
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According to Ramani, “Russia and Turkey can, in theory, 
mediate a de-escalation in Libya. They had those intentions 
in January and have, in spite of its imperfections, reached 
an understanding in northern Syria. Whether they can 
mediate a lasting peace is unclear for two reasons. First, 
Khalifa Haftar is a rogue actor. He is not beholden to Mos-
cow. Even if Russia wants to de-escalate, his rivalry with 
Aguila Saleh and personal ambition could derail anything 
Moscow brings forward. Second, there are more players 
than just Russia and Turkey involved in Libya. Turkey can 
wield influence over the GNA and France is showing some 
signs of scaling back its alliance with Haftar, as is Egypt, 
but the UAE is something of a wild card, which could derail 
peace. And the UAE has much more influence over Haftar 
than Russia does. So, converting goodwill into a practical 
peace settlement involving Russia and Turkey is a difficult 
process”. 

Turkey and Russia have proven to be the two most prom-
inent external players on the ground in Libya.  Although 
Haftar and his LNA have suffered a series of battlefield set-
backs in the west, Russia appears determined to enhance 
its presence  in eastern Libya where most of the oil fields are 
located. Recently, Moscow was accused of sending eleven 
cargo planes to Qardabiya airport with Syrian mercenar-
ies, weapons and ammunition. Moscow also deployed six 
Pantsir air defence systems to the strategic city Sirte. These 
developments indicate that Russia seeks to bolster its pres-
ence in the oil crescent, including the Sharara oilfield. 

Turkey stresses that any potential agreement in Libya 
can only be sustained once Sirte and al Jufra airbase are 
freed from Haftar’s militias. Thus, at this stage, it is unlikely 
that Ankara and Moscow will reach the required common 
ground to be able to mediate a sustainable peace in Lib-
ya.   Even if Turkey and Russia reach an agreement, other 
Haftar backers including France, Egypt and the UAE may 
undermine the agreement in the hopes of limiting Turkey’s 
role in the country.  Considering this and the multitude of 
players involved, what comes next will more likely take the 
form of conflict management than a permanent ceasefire.  

How will Moscow act 
moving forward? 
Russia continues to maintain mercenaries in central Lib-
ya and has also recently stationed fighter jets in the east.  
Kremlin military assistance remains fundamental to the 
LNA’s survival by preventing GNA forces from advancing 
toward the oil crescent.

According to Ramani, “Russia will likely convince Egypt 
and the UAE to de-escalate in this scenario, as that benefits 
its interests. Russia wants to transition towards asserting 
power in the diplomatic sphere. It enthusiastically backed 
Egypt’s Cairo Declaration, and if Aguila Saleh, the head 
of HoR is believed, Moscow was partially behind Haftar’s 

truce offer in late April. As of now, Egypt might be more 
amenable to Russia’s calls for de-escalation, though we 
should take a serious look at its mobilisations on the Liby-
an border. The UAE will be less convinced, and reportedly 
helped derail the January talks in Moscow. Until a de-esca-
lation is achieved, Russia will keep some degree of military 
involvement to stall Turkey and slow the GNA’s counter-
offensive and will provide Syrian pro-government merce-
naries to complement the UAE’s Sudanese recruits, and 
provide an overall security umbrella for UAE-orchestrated 
drone strikes in Libya”. 

According to Kuczyński, “Putin may want to play the Liby-
an card for his own political benefit - but he will only do so 
if he is confident of success. Haftar’s military success is im-
probable, so one must count on diplomacy. Undoubtedly, 
an agreement with Turkey regarding Libya would be such 
a long-sought-after diplomatic success”.

For Profazio, “the US could push for a multilateral approach 
to the crisis in Libya, making the efforts of UNSMIL more 
credible and reassuring EU allies about the seriousness 
of Washington’s diplomatic efforts. A return to the leading 
role for the US in Libya would force Moscow to reconsider 
its policy, which has so far been met with some degree of 
complacency in some sectors of the current administra-
tion.”

Russia’s strategic and military moves in Libya indicate that 
Moscow wants to be at the negotiation table and seeks to 
play a major role in structuring Libya’s political future. As it 
stands, Aguila Saleh could represent Russia’s best chance 
to exert its influence. While it is likely that the Kremlin nev-
er believed that Haftar would come to control all of Libya, 
his assault on the capital  nevertheless helped Russia to 
strengthen its position vis-à-vis diplomatic efforts to bring 
the conflict to a close. 

Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov (R) meets with Libya’s House 
of Representatives President Aguila Salih (L) in Moscow, Russia on 

July 03, 2020. (Russian Foreign Ministry / Handout - Anadolu Agency)

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/libya-says-russian-jets-transported-syrian-mercenaries/1891167
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/cease-fire-in-libya-sustainable-turkish-official/1884424
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Conclusion
Russia’s engagement in Libya has enabled Moscow to 
effectively counter Western influence  in the region and 
emphasise that Moscow can play a decisive role in the 
country’s future, particularly as NATO and EU support has 
mainly been rhetorical. This has arguably provided Russia 
more room to manoeuvre to expand its influence at the ex-
pense of Western powers.  

The fighting has now moved from Tripoli  to Sirte  and 
south-central Libya. GNA forces are fighting the LNA in 
Sirte, the gateway to the east of the country and oil fields.

Sirte is strategic for Tripoli-based GNA for two main rea-
sons. First, Sirte has considerable commercial importance 
as a gateway to Libya’s oil crescent region. Secondly, tak-
ing Sirte would allow the GNA to seize control of the Lib-
yan coastline stretching from the capital to the west and 
Benghazi to the east. 

Moscow has reportedly increased the number of merce-
naries, who are mobilising to support Haftar’s LNA in Sirte 
in order to protect its economic and political interests in 
eastern Libya. As a result, the fighting in Sirte is expected 
to continue. 

Talk of a challenge to Haftar’s authority in the east has be-
come widespread. Even his external supporters, including 
Russia, appear to be growing tired of his failure to take 
Tripoli.   Russia and other external backers of Haftar, who 
have long supported the LNA, are now attempting to shore 
up their hold in the east. Despite growing reservations, 
Russia seems to view the LNA as their only military ally in 
today’s Libya and will have little to no option but to con-
tinue providing the LNA with key military aid, particularly 
through the presence of Wagner mercenaries. Such sup-
port is being given on the expectation that it will prevent 
GNA forces from achieving a decisive victory against the 
LNA in eastern Libya. The loss of Sirte, in particular, to GNA 
Forces would severely hamper Russia’s strategic objec-
tives in the country. 

The situation in Libya remains unstable and the presence 
of Russian warplanes and mercenaries raises the prospect 
of the intensification of the conflict. It seems that Moscow 
aims to expand its footprint in Libya by diffusing Wagner 
mercenaries’ presence across the south and east, includ-
ing around critical oil fields and airbases. Such a posture 
also gives the Kremlin more leverage ahead of any future 
negotiations, whether bilateral or multilateral. 

People gather at Martyrs’ Square to celebrate the 9th anniversary of Libya’s 17 February Revolution in Tripoli, Libya on February 17, 2020. (Hazem 
Turkia - Anadolu Agency)


