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DAMIEN MCELROY

The task of engineering a 
new start for Libya has 
been an important discus-

sion point this weekend at the 
Munich Security Conference, the 
premier European forum for in-
ternational security.

Delegates agree that Libya is at 
an “incredibly sensitive” moment. 
Niels Annen, a German foreign 
minister who has led the Ber-
lin mediation process on Libya, 
has been at pains to point out the 
Libyan conflict’s African context.

Europeans view the conflict 
most acutely in terms of the tens 
of thousands of African migrants 
that use Libya as a platform for 
entry across the Mediterranean. 
The conflict has provided these 
migrants an open gateway to pros-
perity in Europe despite the risk 
to life, both from crossing Libya 
itself and when people-smugglers 
put them on flimsy boats.

Global diplomats have been en-
gaged in a high-stakes effort to 
negotiate and sustain a ceasefire.

Only when this takes hold can 
there be the outlines of a new set-
tlement in Libya. Once achieved, a 
Libyan peace might provide wid-
er effects across the Sahara, into 
West Africa and as far away as 
Sudan and Eritrea. However, we 
are a long way from that point.

Last week, the UN Security 
Council marked a rare moment of 
progress when it passed a resolu-
tion in support of a lasting cease-
fire and the Berlin process. The 
officials at the session expressed 
their hopes for meetings of a joint 
military commission composed of 
uniformed Libyan officers, who 

are convening daily in Geneva.
Even with a breakthrough at 

that level, a ceasefire would need 
further support from willing part-
ners. Indeed, following the pas-
sage of the UN resolution, offers 
from outside to set up a monitor-
ing mission are on the table.

Since the demise of Muammar 
Gaddafi, Libya’s former dictator, 

there have been multiple diplo-
matic initiatives dealing with the 
country.

Most were built on foundations 
that took little account of condi-
tions on the ground, and failed 
accordingly. At the end of four 
decades of one-man rule, there 
was no state infrastructure for 
Libyans to inherit. To say the offi-

cial structures had been hollowed 
out is an understatement.

The consequences endure to 
this day. The Government of Na-
tional Accord has a writ that does 
not stretch beyond the gates of a 
Tripoli naval base.

It has taken up too much of the 
focus of the UN envoy’s efforts, 
obscuring the essential truth that 
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RAGHIDHA DERGHAM

The position of Russia with 
respect to its partners in 
Syria – Iran and Turkey 

– is looking increasingly uncom-
fortable.

Iran, Moscow’s ally in the fight, 
is resentful of its failure to strong-
ly oppose US sanctions against 
Tehran. Furthermore, there is 
growing anger in the ranks of the 
Russian military establishment 
following Turkey’s recent actions 
against the Bashar Al Assad re-
gime in Syria, which risk opening 
yet another front for Moscow in 
the ongoing Syrian war and high-
light the burden of an alliance 
with Damascus.

The core challenge Russia faces 
is to redefine a new vision and 
strategy for Syria beyond mere 
tactical steps. For one thing, fur-
ther escalation of violence could 
destroy any chance of crafting a 
political and constitutional settle-
ment that would relieve Russian 
forces as Moscow entrenches its 
presence in Syria further.

Another source of concern is 
the multiple, often contradictory 
roles of the US in the country. 
President Donald Trump may re-
activate his personal involvement 
in Syria policy in the spring which 
would have implications for Mos-
cow’s policies in the Middle East.

The Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan, who fears the 
prospect of Washington mak-
ing deals and decisions without 
consulting Ankara, is proceeding 
with confidence and determi-

nation to alter the facts on the 
ground, not only in Syria but in 
Libya, too.

Russia has called on Turkey 
to refrain from further “provo-
cations”, and Ankara has indeed 
since toned down its rhetoric. 
Both countries’ militaries would 
still prefer to avoid direct clash-
es between their forces in Syria, 

including incidents that might 
lead to the downing of Russian 
warplanes. The consequences of 
such an event would be dire.

In the eyes of the Russians, 
Turkey must honour its prior 
agreements with them, and Mr 
Erdogan’s own bellicosity must 
end. The problem is that Mos-
cow’s options are limited at this 

point. Ending communication 
with Turkey in Syria and disen-
gaging from the Al Assad regime 
are both non-starters. But failure 
to contain the situation could pre-
clude the political settlement that 
Russia needs in order to stabilise 
Syria.

For his part, Mr Erdogan wants 
to compel Moscow to reduce the 

commitments made to Mr Al 
Assad, particularly with respect 
to Idlib on the Turkish border, 
where the Russian military is 
supporting its Syrian counter-
part in a major offensive. Mr Er-
dogan is not seeking to topple 
the Al Assad regime, nor is he 
demanding Russia abandon its 
alliance with Damascus altogeth-
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It has taken up too much of 
the focus of the UN envoy’s 

efforts, obscuring the essen-
tial truth that the militias 
stretching from Misrata to 

the heart of the capital have 
not had their grip removed 

since the aftermath of Gadd-
afi’s flight from power. The 

vacuum left by the fall of the 
regime has resulted in a con-
certed ideological campaign 

to capture Libya.
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the militias stretching from Mis-
rata to the heart of the capital 
have not had their grip removed 
since the aftermath of Gaddafi’s 
flight from power.

The vacuum left by the fall of 
the regime has resulted in a con-
certed ideological campaign to 
capture Libya.

Therein lies the country’s real 

battle. Factions steeped in pro-
grammatic Islamist politics have 
been and are determined to con-
trol Libya. These groups, aligned 
to the Muslim Brotherhood, have 
tried to own the revolution that 
toppled Gaddafi.

Backing from Turkey has sus-
tained this campaign. There are 
clear parallels between the policy 
pursued by Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan and the 
Ottoman approach to North Afri-
ca over hundreds of years.

Countries such as France have 
seen the agenda to control Libya 
and are deeply concerned about 
the implications of this power 
putsch. Paris convened a meeting 
of sub-Saharan countries earlier 
this month to address the security 
risks involved.

Europe does not want an out-
flow of migrants from Libya to 
be compounded by an outflow of 
radical ideologies.

Moreover, oil sets Libya apart 
from other African nations in this 
calculus, too. Gaining control of 

the enormous revenues generat-
ed by Libya’s natural resources 
would mark a new departure for 
the Islamists. The consequences 
of the 1979 revolution in Tehran 
for Iranian oil are clear enough 
for Europe to deter Libya from 
taking a similar path.

As it is, Europeans have recent-
ly suffered a series of terror at-
tacks staged by young men who 
have spent time in Libya. One ac-
cused, Hashem Abedi, is standing 
trial in British courts for multiple 
murders. He tried to flee justice 
by going to Tripoli.

Therefore, a well-resourced 
Islamist-run state in Libya is a 
risk that many in the European 
security establishment are not 
prepared to countenance. But 
on the sidelines of the Munich 
gathering, there was no uniform-
ity on the question of how to 
avoid this.

Italy continues to seek its own 
agenda gains, while British pol-
icies have not really shed their 
Arab uprising alignments. Ger-
many’s diplomats, on the other 
hand, have done more than most 
to provide a much-needed boost 
for what had been a flagging role 
for diplomacy.

Nonetheless, holding the line 
against Libya succumbing to the 
control of ideologues remains 
an important strategic goal for 
everyone.

The prize – a unified, stable 
Libyan state – will not happen 
merely by devolving control to 
whoever happens to occupy Trip-
oli. Fighting in Libya is an open 
sore. At the Munich Security 
Conference, there are signs that 
it may yet heal.
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Last week, Bahrain Sports Day was celebrated 
in various places. A host of outdoor activities 
carried out by mostly public employees, were 

observed encompassing staff from ministries at all 
levels. 

It will be a waste of time to discuss here the im-
portance of sports in contributing healthy lifestyle, 
reducing chronic diseases and generally, healthy 
and active body. 

However,  mention of a summary by Dr Edward 
R Laskowski from the Mayo Clinic in the US will be 
sufficient to give us a clear picture of the negative 
impact of employees who sit long hours in the office.   

He said, the effects of continuous sitting include 
obesity and a cluster of conditions including blood 
pressure, high blood sugar, excess body fat around 
the waist and abnormal cholesterol levels. He con-
tinues, too much sitting also seem to increase the 
risk of death from cardiovascular disease and cancer.  

Here, I will try to focus on the political implication 
of the event. Since February 11, started to be marked 
as an annual public event under the royal order of 

His Royal Highness Prime Minister 
Prince Khalifa bin Salman Al Khalifa 
few years ago, the occasion has given 
employees awareness of the importance 
of sports in everyday life, which has now 
become a culture worth appreciating.  

Bahrain Sports Day is then an aware-
ness campaign of the importance of 
sports in our daily lives. Not necessar-
ily, we have to be limited to outdoor 
activities but while seated in the office 
exercising and /or stirring different 
parts of the body including fingers and 
the neck can make a difference. A per-
son working on the tenth floor can go 
two stairs up and catch the elevator on 
the third floor. Similarly, when leaving 
office, one can go two stairs down and 
use the elevator at the eighth floor. Such 
minor exercises play important roles in 
maintaining a healthy body.

If we see it in a broader sense, the 
half-day event is a government invest-
ment in order to build a healthy body. 
Paying full-day’s salary but working 
half of the day is an investment worth 
considering. Considerable amount of 
budget is allocated  by government 
sectors to boost human development, 
and training its staff in various trades 
ranging from skill upgrading courses to 

full- fledged degree courses to equip its citizens with 
the necessary knowledge and technical know- how 
of modern technology. 

The government does not stop here; it also in-
vests in building a healthy physical body capable 
of putting the gained knowledge into practice and 
positively contribute to the development the country 
is going through. 

So far, what we have observed was the involve-
ment of public employees but private employees 
need to be engaged as well. The employers may not 
allow half-day event but even half to one-hour com-
mitment is enough to put the body in the right gear 
and motivate workers. Studies show that motivated 
workers who work less hours are more productive 
than those engaged in routine work for long hours.  

Few countries in the region, if any, have Sports Day 
programme in their annual schedules. For his initi-
ative,  His Royal Highness Prime Minister Prince 
Khalifa bin Salman Al Khalifa deserve appreciation 
for his vision in building a talented mind and a 
healthy body, two assets needed to develop Bahrain. 

Every year, Bahrain Sports Day will be observed 
and while the body is in motion, our subconscious 
mind should appreciate and thank the Premier, 
who works not only for the developments of the 
nation as a whole but also imparts health awareness 
of the individual staff who contribute in nation 
building.    
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er. Rather, Ankara wants to keep 
Idlib under Turkish influence. 
Russia, however, has only ac-
cepted Turkey’s influence in an 
area extending 5km beyond the 
latter’s border.

The US has played a role in 
emboldening Turkey’s actions 
in Idlib. The country’s special 
envoy for Syria, James Jeffrey, 

recently remarked that Wash-
ington is looking into how to 
give Turkey support within the 
framework of Nato. The US is 
increasingly weighing into the 
conflict there not only because 
of the massacres taking place 
against civilians in Idlib, which 
have caused more than 800,000 
Syrians – mostly civilians – to 
flee, but also because Washing-
ton sees Turkish-Russian differ-
ences in Syria as an opportunity.

President Trump is inclined 
to personally steer the wheel of 
foreign policy on Russia, Turkey, 
and Iran. He is reportedly re-
visiting US foreign policy across 
the globe, not to deviate from its 
current trends, but rather to take 
stock of successes and failures. 
This would involve scrutinising 
various political fronts and bol-
stering his policies on economic 
sanctions. Mr Trump also wants 
to shore up support for his so-

called Deal of the Century and to 
ensure that the Arab Gulf states 
present a united front against 
Iran.

This week, the US Senate 
passed a resolution requiring 
congressional consent for future 
military operations against Iran. 
Mr Trump may veto it, but he 
may also use the resolution to 
contain further escalation with 
Tehran. Although it continues to 
support the Al Assad regime, Iran 
is not directly involved in Russia 
and Turkey’s Syrian standoff, 
giving some limited respite to 
Moscow’s military strategists.

Those strategists are more 
concerned at the moment with a 
potential revival of Turkey’s Nato 
links, having thought Moscow 
succeeded in driving a wedge 
between Turkey and its Western 
allies through co-operation in 
Syria and the sale of missiles to 
the Turkish military.

Riding above all of these indi-
vidual tensions, however, is the 
fact that Moscow, Washington, 
and Ankara all converge on their 
desire to avoid a large-scale con-
flict in Syria that would draw in 
the three countries as well as Is-
rael. As Mr Jeffrey said, “the four 
major players…in Syria – that is 
Russia, the United States, Tur-
key and Israel – are being very 
careful militarily”. The prob-
lem however is that these major 
players do not care about the 
disastrous consequences of their 
battles for the human population 
of Syria. In this regard, they are 
anything but careful. 

In Syria, Russia faces multiple dilemmas
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