#ENAP]

North African Policy Initiative

Containing the Role of Tribes and Non-State Actors in Southern
Libya

Bushra Alhodiri

Policy issue

More than elsewhere in the country, southern Libya suffers from the absence of
national government and functioning state institutions. In this context, tribes and
other non-state actors largely manage security and justice. However,
notwithstanding their contribution to justice and security, the nature and
functioning of these actors is inadequate to carrying out these important tasks. In
particular, tribes and other non-state actors prioritize the interests of small groups
over the stability of the entire region. Moreover, they are not transparent,
accountable, inclusive, and egalitarian.

Key recommendations

The Libyan government, international community, and local media and civil society
organizations should bolster the capacity of state institutions in the South through
the following actions:
> Facilitate communication between citizens and local state authorities to help
with conflict management and community cohesion
> Foster state-society dialogue to raise awareness about the needs of the South
> Implement youth employment programs to help deter youth from joining
armed groups
> Deliver capacity-building training for new police recruits to emphasize the
rule of law, and common security goals
> Rehabilitate local police stations, and provide them with key equipment and
resources
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In Southern Libya, tribalism is not just a community structure and mechanism that regulates social
interactions and perpetuates traditional culture and values. Due to the absence of national government,
tribes control local state institutions and significantly influence the political landscape in the South. Tribal
power extends its roots in the region’s history. The weakening of state power since 2011 has given tribes
more space and legitimacy to exercise political power. Communities in the South have come to rely on
tribal actors (and various other non-state actors) to restore security and justice, and build consensus
among various social groups. However, while these actors provide some justice and security, they are
profoundly partisan. Therefore, they prioritize the specific interests of a group over the stability of the
entire community and region. Moreover, they are not transparent, accountable, inclusive, and egalitarian.
This policy briefing paper recommends that the Libyan government and international community help
enhance the capacity of local State authorities to provide law enforcement in southern Libya.

1. Background and Current Situation

In southern Libya, Tribes often function as state institutions, providing security and justice in the absence
of the state. Tribes gained influence during the Ghaddafi regime that used them to develop his power. All
the while, he pitted tribes against each other, Ghaddafi consolidated state-tribal relations, legitimizing
informal tribal authority in the provision of most public services. Specifically, during his 1973 Zuwara
Speech, Ghaddafi called on supporters to demolish governmental institutions and develop popular
committees that promoted tribal identity over national identity.! Since then, Tribes have continued to
play an important role in the South of Libya due to this legacy and owing to the continued absence of
state institutions.

Alongside traditional tribal organizations, other non-state actors, such as social councils and wise men
councils, have also replaced state institutions for security and legal matters. These councils gained popular
support by providing security and other basic services, and to a certain extent, they have helped to contain
tribal influence by limiting the power of any one specific tribe or ethnic group over the others. Therefore,
notwithstanding their limitations, it is important to recognize that most of the time, and taken together,
tribes, social councils, and wise men councils have played a significant role in promoting social cohesion,
restoring security and justice, and building consensus among various social groups in the South.

Current Situation

In recent years, non-state actors have played an increasing role in the provision of justice and security due
to the increased fragmentation and dissolution of state actors. National governments in Eastern and
Western Libya regularly try to control southern Libya by working with tribal leaders who exercise their
influence over entire communities and control armed groups. Likewise, INGOs and foreign governments
treat tribes as political actors, selecting their leaders as legitimate local representatives in political
dialogues.? This international recognition bolstered the legitimacy of tribes and further encouraged
opposing national authorities in the East and the West of the country to build alliances with specific tribes.
These alliances change over time depending on the concrete financial support and advantages that each
side delivers to their local clients.

1Zuwara Speech 1973, Gaddafi outlined a new political system, abandoning the Egyptian model and announce the popular
revolution

2 Author interview with Expat employee working with International organization and Dialogue and reconciliation project among
tribal components in the south, November 2020.
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In response to the numerous tribal conflicts that erupted in the South since 2011, and as a way to extend
their control over the region, national governments often deployed security missions headed by armed
groups external to the region. It was the case with the deployment of Misrata’s third force to Sebha and
Tamanhent, and with the use of Al-Hasawna forces as peacekeepers in Obari. These missions attempted
to re-establish security and peace in parts of the region, and some of them have succeeded. However,
beyond the more or less successful short-term impact of these measures, it is important to reflect on their
long-term implications.

Because of continued national and localized conflicts since 2014, the power of non-state actors has
increased. Nowadays, these include militias, joint security chambers, tribal armed groups, wise men
councils, and social councils. These groups have taken the lead in security and law enforcement.? In the
absence of functioning state institutions, local communities continue to rely on these groups to manage
security and justice, and provide basic services. Local communities trust these groups because, unlike the
state, they have provided a fairly good level of security across the South. For example, the Werfalla social
council secured the ceasefire and facilitated the peacebuilding process among Ghadadfa tribes in Sebha,
where there had been inter-tribal fighting since early 2020.*

However, despite these successes, non-state actors and the security missions they lead are profoundly
partisan. Security missions led by non-state actors supported their local allies, weakened state security
institutions, and strengthened tribal armed groups. They prioritized the interests of one national
government against the other - particularly in terms of oil and gas resources, rather than regional
stability.> Moreover, the informal and community-based nature of non-state actors opens room for
vigilantism, which is the provision of law and order without a legal framework. Non-state tribal actors
cannot provide the transparency, accountability, and inclusiveness that state institutions might be able to
provide, and they do not represent communities in an egalitarian way.

2. Goals and Recommendations

The Libyan government and the international community should help communities in the South of Libya
transition away from tribal-based security mechanisms. Rather, they should explain the nature and role
of state authority and enhance the capacity of state security and justice institutions. Specifically, state
authorities should improve their communication with citizens, address youth unemployment, and support
local police. National governments and international actors can contribute by implementing the following
recommendations:

Facilitate state-society dialogue

In the absence of effective state law enforcement, it is critical to develop communication between local
governments, security actors, and citizens. Having popular support is critical for the legitimacy of state
authorities. Civil society organizations (CSOs) and local media can play an effective role in connecting
citizens and state institutions, and assist with dialogue, conflict management, and community cohesion.
CSOs can connect citizens with local government officials in order to help prevent or mitigate conflict,

3 FLO, USIP preliminary assessment report to inform conflict sensitivity planning by stabilisation facility for Libya SFL project
2019

4The Social Council of the tribes of Warfalla intervenes to resolve the conflict inside Sebha, Libya Channel December 2020

5> Badi, Emadeddin, Exploring Armed Groups in Libya: Perspectives on Security Sector Reform in a Hybrid Environment (Geneva:
DCAF, 2020)


https://libyaschannel.com/2020/11/29/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AC%D9%84%D8%B3-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AC%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B9%D9%8A-%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%84-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D9%84%D8%A9-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D8%AF%D8%AE%D9%84-%D9%84/
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recover citizens’ trust in state institutions, and promote reconciliation. Local CSOs often possess well
established and trusted relationships with local communities, which enables them to facilitate this
process.®

Local media can also facilitate communication between citizens and local government officials. For
example, ordinary citizens can call in to radio stations or comment on digital media about local problems,
and city officials can respond directly to comments. Government officials can also use media as a platform
to explain their initiatives and policies to citizens. This public, visible discussion can help hold local officials
accountable and thus improve local services.”

Establish a local dialogue project among local municipalities

Community-based state-society dialogue projects can reinforce common community values over tribal
and personal interests. Local dialogue can help build consensus on a clear and shared vision for security
and justice in the South. Specifically, public dialogue would send a strong message to the national
governments, and help raise awareness about the needs of the South. Thus, the Libyan government and
international community should provide technical and financial support to local municipalities, media
organizations, and CSOs to organize dialogue initiatives.

Address unemployment in the South

In southern Libya, youth have less employment and education opportunities than their peers do in the
North. Unemployment and the lack of education are significant factors driving youth to join militias in the
South.® Thus, it is not surprising that youth make up most of armed groups in the south. Diversifying the
local economy, encouraging youth projects, and providing youth with job training could deter them from
joining armed groups, which would eventually improve the security situation. International NGOs should
support local CSOs in implementing youth activities and vocational training programs.

Deliver capacity-building training for new police recruits

Many recruits and volunteers are motivated to join local branches of the National police due to tribal
affiliations and identity, rather than career motivations. This reinforces tribal power within these
institutions. Thus, the Ministry of Interior should boost law enforcement training, and ensure that national
police staff who do not belong to the local community carry out the training. Strengthening the capacity
of new recruits through state officials not affiliated to any local community would emphasize the rule of
law, and common security goals. Eventually, these programs could decrease community reliance on non-
state actors for justice and security.

Rehabilitate police stations in Southern cities
Police stations in the South are neglected and lack necessary equipment and resources. Specifically,

stations need uniforms, updated technology, and communication equipment. Providing security
institutions with resources and equipment would help them operate effectively. The Policing and Security

6 For instance, Fezzan Libya Organization is a CSO in Sebha that has worked with UNDP to connect citizens and local
municipalities in order to address community issues and meet realistic local stabilization goals.

7 Jean-Louis Romanet Perroux, et al. “Libyan Local Governance Case Studies.” EU Delegation to Libya. July 2017. Available
at http://docdro.id/celaknu

8 Author interviews with local youth, 2020.


http://docdro.id/ce1aKnu
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Joint Project (PSJP)® successfully provided resources to police stations in Tripoli, in collaboration with the
GNA, UNSMIL and UNDP. Replicating this project in the South would help advance security and law
enforcement in the region.

Conclusion

To bolster the capacity of state institutions in the south, this paper recommends strengthening
communication between local government institutions, non-government actors, and citizens;
implementing youth employment programs; and supporting local police with capacity-building training
and key resources. These initiatives could be the first steps in rebuilding trust between local communities
and state institutions, and mitigate the role of non-state actors in the security and justice systems. These
actions are only short-term interventions and do not address the long-term security challenges of the
south. Nevertheless, these recommendations help re-establish trust in state institutions and contribute
to long-term security and stability efforts.

NOTE: This paper is solely the opinion of the author and does not necessarily reflect the official view of
the North African Policy Initiative

About the author: Bushra Alhodiri is the President and Operating Manager of Fezzan Libya
Organization, an NGO in Sebha focused on youth-led reporting and community-based peace
building. She is a Masters student in Sustainable Development at the University of Sussex.
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9 The Policing and Security Joint Project (PSJP) aims to support national capacities to advance safety and security starting from
Tripoli, through more effective and community-oriented policing and rule of law services, UNDP and UNSMIL allocated $7.5
million to support the Ministry of Interior, Libyan police and criminal justice institutions to advance security and the rule of law
starting from Tripoli.
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