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When describing the relationship between eastern Libyan-based commander Khalifa Haftar and the 
Kremlin, press articles have been littered with phrases such as “the Russian-backed Libyan general,” 
“Moscow’s man,” and other verbiage that gives the impression of a straightforward dynamic whereby 
the Russian state bets and relies on Haftar and therefore focuses on supporting, not undermining, 
him.  

Yet a more granular timeline of events reveals a different reality. Since 2014, the United Arab 
Emirates has been a steadfast, generous, and consequential foreign benefactor for the strongman of 
Benghazi. In contrast, Russia’s attitude toward him has been complex and ambivalent. The old 
concept of proxy warfare, whereby a foreign actor chooses indigenous agents as the conduit of its 
weapons, training and funding, is of little pertinence in the case of Russia’s Libya policy. To increase 
little by little its sway over Libya’s centers of decision-making, Moscow has followed a less intuitive, 
more innovative methodology. And it has done so successfully thus far. 

It is first important to explore the motivations animating Libya’s three top meddlers, Turkey, the 
Emirates, and Russia. We can then better understand Moscow’s multifaceted action and shine a 
spotlight on how the Russian state manages to gain political sway — often irrespective of the 
conflict’s twists, turns, and reversals. 

The Big Three Third Parties 

Libya is endowed with a population of only 6.5 million, vast natural resources, an enviable location, 
and a littoral with immense potential. This helps explain why six to 10 countries interfere in it, as 
observed by former U.N. Special Envoy Ghassan Salamé. Each one of these foreign meddlers is 
driven by a unique combination of motivations. The Libyan civil war, which has been ongoing 
since 2014, experienced two inflection points in recent years. One such defining moment took place in 
April 2019, when Haftar’s self-styled Libyan National Army, propelled by the United Arab 
Emirates, attacked the capital, Tripoli, in an attempt to overthrow the U.N.-recognized Government of 
National Accord. The second watershed event was the January 2020 kickoff of Turkey’s largely overt 
military intervention against Haftar’s operations in Tripolitania, the country’s northwestern quadrant. 

Russia was not instrumental in precipitating either of the two ruptures — but the United Arab Emirates 
and Turkey were. At the same time, Russia’s pervasive action is impossible to ignore. For this reason, 
it is necessary to see the Libyan war’s international dimension as involving at least three poles. The 
seductive idea of a “Turkish-Russian condominium” or “Syrianization” is premature and false since it 
glosses over the Emirates’ important and uninterrupted interference. 

Although not a vital interest for Russia, Libya does attract it for economic and geostrategic reasons. In 
2011, Moscow saw the U.S.-led, U.N.-mandated intervention against Moammar Gadhafi’s regime 
throw in limbo roughly $6.5 billion worth of signed or verbally promised contracts. Having noticed the 
recent apathy of Western states, Moscow is now determined to revive that chunk of business in the 
form of infrastructure projects, arms deals, and sales of agricultural goods. It also seeks to exert 
greater control over the flow of hydrocarbons into southern Europe. On a geostrategic level, 
entrenchment in Libya helps Russia secure a passageway into sub-Saharan Africa. Lastly, planners 
in Moscow hardly forget what U.S. Vice President Richard Nixon noted in 1957: Libya occupies a “key 
strategic position” on the southern flank of NATO. Especially since the Ukrainian crisis of February 
2014, the Kremlin perceives the top Western security organization as hostile to Russia’s core 
interests. For that reason, Moscow seeks to weaken it and positions itself accordingly. 

Aspects of Turkey’s agenda in Libya present some similarity to that of Russia. Ankara is interested in 
recouping all or part of $20 billion of pre-2011 deals that it had with the Gadhafi regime in energy, 
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construction, and engineering. It also sees its growing military presence in the Maghreb country as a 
stepping-stone for expanding Turkish influence in sub-Saharan Africa. Even more important, Ankara’s 
maritime ambitions in the Eastern Mediterranean Sea require it to guarantee, mainly by military 
means, the survival of a pro-Turkey, U.N.-recognized government in Tripoli. Ankara believes that an 
as-yet-unratified memorandum of understanding signed in 2019 with the Government of National 
Accord can help justify its expansionism and unlawful activities in the sea until Greece yields and 
accepts a redrawing of the maritime jurisdiction zones between the two neighbors. For instance, at a 
more sustained pace in 2020, Turkish seismic survey ships, accompanied by navy frigates, have 
explored for natural gas in waters close to Greece’s territorial waters. Ankara believes that these 
waters should be part of Turkey’s own exclusive economic zone. Within that framework, Ankara uses 
its memorandum with Tripoli as a legitimizing argument. 

Unlike the Europeans, Russia has shown a patient willingness to accept and accommodate Turkey’s 
aspirations to become a full-blown regional power. Ankara and Moscow are often on opposing sides, 
such as in Syria, Libya, Ukraine, Armenia-Azerbaijan, and other conflicts. Despite this, Moscow 
makes an effort to remain pragmatic and amenable to talks because Turkey is a convenient partner 
for Russia to keep. Although a brusque divorce may occur at any time, Moscow has so far valued the 
option of striking temporary arrangements with Ankara. Those come in handy since they help Russia 
avoid situations wherein it must wage an intensive, costly conflict over a long period. Another benefit 
that Moscow derives from preserving its partnership with Ankara is that it contributes to eroding NATO 
cohesion. 

In the eyes of the United Arab Emirates, economic and geostrategic considerations matter, but their 
top concern about Libya — overriding all others — has been ideology. Indeed, the North African 
country’s wealth and structural advantages give it a showcase quality: Its fate is closely watched by 
political constituencies and factions in the rest of the region. If a form of government that grants a 
degree of influence to political Islam holds onto power in Tripoli in a peaceful context, Abu Dhabi 
worries that neighboring Sunni-majority countries might be inspired by the Libyan precedent. The 
Emirati state fears a domino effect across North Africa that could extend to the Arabian Peninsula and 
ultimately jeopardize its own survival. Because it wishes to prevent this ideational contagion from 
starting in the first place, the United Arab Emirates is committed to eradicating any mode of 
governance that may accept or defend the Muslim Brotherhood or a similar faction as a legitimate 
political strand in Tripoli. An irrevocable corollary from these threat perceptions is that Abu Dhabi will 
not cease its attempts to make Turkey’s presence in Libya costly, painful, and unsustainable. And yet, 
although Abu Dhabi knows full well that Moscow regards Ankara as a partner in some circumstances, 
it has sought “strategic ties” with Russia. Abu Dhabi sees Russian influence in the Arab world as 
desirable, particularly in light of Moscow’s support for the Bashar Assad government in Syria. This 
Emirati conundrum has significant ramifications for Libya, where Abu Dhabi always remains tempted 
to hurt Turkey’s interests, hoping that Moscow will adopt a less conciliatory stance vis-à-vis Ankara. 
Absent such Emirati activism against Turkey, Moscow and Ankara may work out an arrangement 
whereby the two Eurasian powers would cohabitate in Libya and share the spoils — an outcome that 
Abu Dhabi deems unacceptable. Said simply, the Emirates’ Libya policy is absolutist while Moscow 
and Ankara are both somewhat pragmatic. 

In addition to these three states, which are the only ones committed to playing a military role and 
acting as game changers in Libya, others are involved, such as Egypt, Qatar, Italy, France, Saudi 
Arabia, and Jordan. To maximize its control over locals and minimize its dependence on these 
sponcers, Moscow has built leverage over the years using a sophisticated mixture of tools, ranging 
from disinformation to diplomacy to banking interference to clandestine military intervention. Lethal 
equipment deliveries to the Libyan National Army have been linked to Russian entities since late 
2014. This happened in part at the instigation of Egypt, which asked Russia to back Haftar’s military 
campaign. But beyond the military domain, another early boost that Haftar received from Moscow was 
in the realm of banking. 

Financial Interference 

Since May 2016, the Russian printing company Goznak has manufactured more than 14 billion 
dinars’ worth of banknotes (then the equivalent of more than $10 billion) for the Libyan National Army 
without consulting the country’s internationally recognized central bank. A year and a half earlier, the 



 

 3 

INFOSOURCES.INFO 

central bank in Tripoli had cut off its branch in eastern Libya from the nation’s clearing system. But the 
rogue injections of Russian paper, which enabled Haftar to triple Libyan National Army personnel 
salaries, bolstered the armed coalition’s independence from the Government of National Accord 
during the key year that was 2016, and helped keep it afloat. Such Russian activity isn’t purely 
commercial: Goznak is a state-owned enterprise, which makes it one of the Kremlin’s instruments of 
leverage over eastern Libya. 

The second half of 2020 has witnessed a greater-than-usual scarcity of dinar banknotes in eastern 
Libya. It reflects deliberate self-restraint by Moscow at a time when the Russian state is interested in 
seeing the United Nations succeed in mending Libya’s fractured financial system. Since May 2020, 
there has been a common desire in both Ankara and Moscow to let diplomacy help reboot the Libyan 
economy. Moscow slashed the inflow of Russian-printed dinars. Letting the United Nations make 
headway with its banking-unification process is more important to Moscow because it will eventually 
enable it to do business in Libya. This is just one among many reminders of how circumstantial 
Russia’s support for the Libyan commander is. After the country’s financial system is overhauled, 
Moscow may resume using this tool, and others, to influence and shape the leadership in eastern 
Libya. 

autumn 2018 was propitious for Haftar to prepare his forthcoming advances westwar. It was this 
moment when the Emirati government gave the Libyan National Army additional material resources 
so that it could advance into the western half of Libya. 

According to a Libyan official privy to a tough meeting between U.S. State Secretary Mike Pompeo 
and Government of National Accord Prime Minister Fayez al-Serraj in December 2018, the United 
States was sympathetic to the Libyan National Army as chatter intensified about a forthcoming Haftar 
offensive. When Libyan National Army forces moved in the oil-rich southwest of Libya, known as the 
Fezzan, reports suggested that Wagner fighters in northern Cyrenaica stood ready to fly into 
Tamanhint Airport or other bases in northern Fezzan and assist in securing a giant oil field nearby. 
Abu Dhabi wasn’t the only capital firmly supportive of Haftar’s adventure in the southwest. Paris 
publicly applauded Haftar’s military campaign less than a month before an important U.N.-
organized peace conference. Albeit less ostentatiously, Washington, too, was “rather pleased” with it, 
a U.S. official told me in 2019. After all, apart from uncalled-for brutality against civilians in the Murzuq 
basin, including potential war crimes, the Libyan National Army, assisted by Sudanese mercenaries, 
managed to plant its flag in some other key parts of the Fezzan by offering money and peaceful quid 
pro quos. 

The period of late 2018 and early 2019 — which led up to one of the most murderous episodes in 
Libya’s crisis and also the best opportunity for Wagner to penetrate the oil-rich country much further 
— shows how the United Arab Emirates’ soft-power reach into Western capitals caused policymakers 
to forget about the Libyan National Army’s inextricable association with Russia. During those crucial 
weeks, Moscow itself never shared the West’s enthusiasm for Haftar. Instead, it studied his 
vulnerabilities with an eye to using them to its own advantage. 

in March 2019, Haftar withdrew the bulk of his forces from the newly claimed Fezzan to prepare for a 
march on Tripoli. 
 

A few days into the April 2019 offensive, the United Arab Emirates, which had long maintained a 
clandestine military presence in the country, stepped into the battle to offset the Libyan National 
Army’s frailty on the ground. Between April and December 2019, the Emirates carried out more 
than 900 airstrikes in the Greater Tripoli area using Chinese-made combat drones and, in some 
instances, French-made fighter jets. The Emirati military intervention, which also included major 
logistical assistance and copious arms deliveries, helped keep the Government of National Accord-
aligned brigades in check, but wasn’t enough to propel Haftar’s men into downtown Tripoli. Mere 
weeks after Abu Dhabi started its bombing campaign, Ankara followed suit by sending its own 
drones and several dozen Turkish personnel, who carried out about 250 strikes in 2019. It is 
important to acknowledge that, before January 2020, the Emirati intervention in Libya was 
dramatically larger than the Turkish one. And still, that failed to suffice. 
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Ideologically, Turkey and the Emirates have been mortal enemies since the 2013 military coup in 
Egypt. But developments in Libya in 2019 were the first instance where personnel from both states 
were involved militarily in the same war theater. That Turkey possessed its own indigenously 
developed drones gave it valuable agility at a small cost while facing off indirectly against the Gulf 
state. But the main obstacle encountered by Abu Dhabi in western Libya was not equipment related, 
as its air campaign that year was much more relentless than Ankara’s. The problem was the Libyan 
National Army’s inadequate manpower. “Haftar can’t control a city of 3 million with just 1,000 men. 

After Sudanese autocrat Omar Bashir fell from power in 2019, many speculated that 
his successors would let their notorious Rapid Support Forces fight for the Libyan commander — but 
that never materialized. This explains why the vast majority of the few thousand Sudanese 
fighters who have been acting as pro-Haftar mercenaries on Libyan soil consist of Darfuri rebels, 
usually less disciplined than the Rapid Support Forces. Something similar can be said of the Syrian 
government, as almost all of the approximately 2,000 Syrian mercenaries fighting alongside Haftar 
are “reconciled rebels,” considered expendable and ineffectual compared to the more battle-hardened 
armed forces that Damascus still needs at home. 

This acute difficulty in finding infantry for Haftar must be borne in mind by anyone interested in 
understanding the nature of the relationship between the United Arab Emirates and Wagner. Abu 
Dhabi keeps working closely with Moscow not because it shares its vision or because it trusts the 
Kremlin, but because it has no alternative. 

By late August 2019, the Libyan National Army’s offensive on Tripoli had not merely become bogged 
down in a stalemate — it was in jeopardy. In September 2019, Russian fighters joined the Libyan 
National Army brigades on the outskirts of Tripoli and participated in the offensive on the Libyan 
government.The addition of tighter coordination, anti-drone capability, expert snipers, and advanced 
equipment allowed the Libyan National Army to make small yet consistent advances into the capital’s 
suburbs. Thus, over the autumn of 2019, Russian fighters became an essential component of Haftar’s 
operation. 

The offensive on Tripoli, not having ever been a Russian project, was essentially discarded without 
consulting Haftar. In exchange, Ankara and Tripoli committed to letting Russian personnel exit the 
Greater Tripoli area safely.  

Turkey instituted a drone-strike moratorium and Russian mercenaries withdrew at once from 
northwestern Libya. Less than two weeks after Wagner withdrew, Libyan National Army forces and 
their non-Russian mercenaries had no choice but to abandon vast quantities of equipment and flee 
the province. 

This back-and-forth — between ferocious fighting against Turkish-backed Libyan forces and a more 
passive stance — is the crux of the Kremlin’s approach. First, Russia doesn’t share the Emirates’ 
commitment to propping up Haftar under all circumstances. Second, the United Arab Emirates’ policy 
in Libya features security gaps. For more than half a decade, Moscow has been the only actor both 
able and willing to fill those gaps. As Russia does so, it becomes more essential to Haftar’s 
architecture and then uses that status to tilt the conflict according to its political will, which differs from 
that of the United Arab Emirates. The exit from the Tripoli area showed the Kremlin’s willingness to 
hurt Haftar and Abu Dhabi’s agenda in situations where such moves let Moscow extract incremental 
advantages via its dialogue with Ankara and Tripoli. 

Both Moscow and Abu Dhabi carried on sending lethal equipment. Wagner has made a significant 
contribution along the Sirte-Jufrah frontline by planting hundreds of anti-personnel and anti-car mines, 
digging trenches, and building defense posts that feature air defense systems manned by well-trained 
Russian personnel. Wagner has also been active along the Jufrah-Awbari line, expanding its light 
footprint into the Fezzan. Moscow even introduced 14 MiG-29 fighter jets and Su-24 bombers piloted 
by mercenaries. 
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Figure 1: Fault Lines in Libya-  Source: Generated by the author.  

 

Cuts Both Ways 

Deterring the Government of National Accord-aligned armed groups is not the only purpose of 
Wagner’s security apparatus. The Russian presence also acts as a potential means of coercion 
against Haftar or anyone else aspiring to lead the eastern Libyan factions. A telling illustration is the 
failed coup attempted by Haftar last spring in eastern Libya, his own fief. 

Weeks before experiencing the above-described series of military trouncings in northwestern Libya, 
the 76-year-old field marshal suffered a political setback in Cyrenaica. On April 27, 
Haftar appeared on TV and declared his intention to form a new government under his authority and 
have the Tobruk-based parliament submit to the Libyan National Army. The very next day, Russian 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergey Lavrov aired Moscow’s disapproval of Haftar’s remarks about 
political power being transferred to his army. Such a public rebuke coming from Russia on a domestic 
issue would have been unthinkable six or 12 months prior. What is even more noteworthy is the fact 
that Moscow prevailed: Cairo agreed with Moscow’s preference and both capitals prevented Haftar 
from dissolving the existing civilian government of eastern Libya. 

The August 2020 incidents serve as a reminder that the Libyan National Army’s General Command 
has no control over the Russian forces. Over the course of the year, Wagner has significantly 
increased its influence on the ground, including inside or near important oil facilities. While the 
Russian forces’ strength grew, the Emirati mission in Libya lavished two Libyan National Army units 
— the Sudanese-heavy 128th Brigade and the Salafist-dominated Tariq bin Ziyad Battalion — with 
top-of-the-line equipment funneled through the General Command. According to a U.N. source, Abu 
Dhabi speaks directly to some senior Sudanese mercenaries in Haftar’s camp, and provides them 
with logistical support in a bid to bolster the Libyan field marshal. But none of this puts a dent into the 
Russian forces’ autonomy. 

In late summer, U.S. diplomatic pressure was a major factor pushing Haftar to lift an Emirati-
backed $10 billion oil blockade that he imposed at the beginning of 2020. But Wagner’s presence at 
Libyan oil installations such as Ras Lanuf and es-Sider also played a role in bringing about the end of 
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the blockade. In mid-September, when Russia invited Haftar’s son and heir apparent Khaled along 
with the Government of National Accord’s deputy prime minister, Ahmed Maetiq, to convene a 
resumption of oil exports, the field marshal was in bad need of visibility. 
 

After more than two months of negotiations, the U.N.-backed Political Dialogue Forum hasn’t 
managed to create a brand-new government of national unity, but it showed Aguilah Saleh, the head 
of the eastern-based parliament as still holding a small chance of being installed at the helm of the 
country’s Presidential Council, while no formal role was truly contemplated for Khalifa Haftar. This is 
not to say that Moscow is attached to Saleh. Rather, it has been using him, and other figures, to 
eclipse Haftar slowly, without hurting the field marshal frontally. Another effect of Russia’s influence 
was the presence of Gadhafi loyalists among the delegates chosen by the United Nations, a notable 
difference when compared to the format of 2015’s U.N.-backed talks in Skhirat, Morocco. A 
cornerstone in Russia’s thinking about Libya is its firm intention to bring back politicians, technocrats, 
and security officials known for their loyalty to the late Moammar Gadhafi, another point of agreement 
between Cairo and Moscow. Among numerous other maneuvers, Moscow invited a delegation of 
Gadhafists led by Cairo-based figure Khaled al-Khoweildi in April 2019, and reportedly, even 
established indirect contact with Moammar Gadhafi’s son Saif al-Islam. A turn to Gadhafist networks 
is a means of counterbalancing the Haftar family’s highly personalized brand of rule in eastern Libya, 
without strengthening the pro-Turkey factions in the west. 

 

 

Jalel Harchaoui is a senior fellow specializing in Libya at the Global Initiative Against Transnational 
Organized Crime, a Swiss-based institute. He previously was a research fellow at The Hague’s 
Clingendael Institute, where he is grateful to have had the opportunity to work on parts of this essay. 

 

 


