


The NATO Intervention in Libya

This book explores ‘lessons learned’ from the military intervention in 
Libya by examining key aspects of the 2011 NATO campaign.
 NATO’s intervention in Libya had unique features, rendering it 
unlikely to serve as a model for action in other situations. There was an 
explicit UN Security Council mandate to use military force, a strong Euro-
pean commitment to protect Libyan civilians, Arab League political 
endorsement and American engagement in the critical, initial phase of 
the air campaign. Although the seven- month intervention stretched 
NATO’s ammunition stockpiles and political will almost to their respective 
breaking points, the definitive overthrow of the Gaddafi regime is univer-
sally regarded as a major accomplishment.
 With contributions from a range of key thinkers and analysts in the 
field, the book first explains the law and politics of the intervention, start-
ing out with deliberations in NATO and at the UN Security Council, both 
noticeably influenced by the concept of a Responsibility to Protect (R2P). 
It then goes on to examine a wide set of military and auxiliary measures 
that governments and defence forces undertook in order to increasingly 
tilt the balance against the Gaddafi regime and to bring about an end to 
the conflict, as well as to the intervention proper, while striving to keep 
the number of NATO and civilian casualties to a minimum.
 This book will be of interest to students of strategic studies, history and 
war studies, and IR in general.
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Foreword

John Andreas Olsen

The Arab Spring – with its various waves of mass demonstrations, armed 
uprisings and civil wars – has played out differently for each of the Arab 
states. Nowhere did the international community react more cohesively 
and decisively than in the Libya case. As clashes between forces loyal to 
Colonel Moammar al- Gaddafi and the rebel opposition seeking to oust his 
regime escalated, the UN adopted resolution 1973 on 17 March 2011 
authorizing ‘all necessary measures’ short of foreign occupation to protect 
civilians. American, British and French air power spearheaded military 
action, and within the next few days NATO ‘answered the call’ by initiat-
ing Operation Unified Protector. The extensive air campaign came to an 
end seven months later, with the capture and death of the man who had 
ruled Libya with an iron fist since 1969.
 The NATO Secretary General announced from Tripoli that Unified 
Protector was ‘one of the most successful missions’ in the history of the 
Alliance. EU leaders welcomed the fall of the old regime and urged the 
transitional authorities to build a democratic country. The Obama admin-
istration stated that the death of Gaddafi marked ‘the start of a new era’ 
for the people of Libya.
 At first sight the Libya case seems to offer a model for the future: testi-
mony to constructive and resolute statecraft in which politics and military 
action combined on solid legal grounds. This triad of force – political, 
military and judicial – offers an exemplar for how to deal with regimes that 
conduct large- scale crimes against humanity, but the first rule for seeking 
valid conclusions from the campaign is to distinguish the unique features 
of the situation from general, enduring maxims. In acknowledging that an 
unusual convergence of international relations made the intervention pos-
sible, this book takes a close look at repercussions of the choices made, 
and their implications for the future. Drawing on instant history and the 
first wave of scholarship available on the Libya intervention, the authors 
offer insight well beyond sorties flown, bombs dropped, targets destroyed 
and vessels hailed.
 Turning a mission originally designed to protect civilians into an opera-
tion to bring about regime change is controversial. When Russia and 
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China withheld their veto on resolution 1973, they did so with the under-
standing that the mission focused only on civilian protection. Gaining 
their passive consent in a similar future scenario – as Syria already has 
demonstrated – may prove exceedingly difficult. While most Western 
countries may conclude that the model often referred to as Responsibility 
to Protect, or R2P, is adaptable for handling other recalcitrant regimes, 
Russia and China may well come to different conclusions, insisting even 
more on the principle of absolute state sovereignty.
 Although the Libya episode in some aspects resembles previous NATO- 
led interventions, most notably Operation Deliberate Force in 1995 and 
Operation Allied Force in 1999, a series of distinctive feature sets it apart 
from all other campaigns. Looking behind the curtain clearly reveals that 
the 28 NATO heads of state were far from unanimous about how to deal 
with the Libyan situation. Despite agreeing to ‘answer the call’ of resolu-
tion 1973, they had different opinions and interpretations of ends, ways 
and means. The result was that a ‘coalition’ within the Alliance, in part-
nership with several Arab countries, contributed significantly more than 
other NATO members. Some of the larger NATO countries remained 
reluctant supporters of the air and maritime operations, while some of the 
smaller countries showed an unprecedented political and military commit-
ment. While NATO ruled out troops on the ground, some member states 
provided Special Forces that at times played a crucial part in the air- land 
interface. Furthermore, NATO personnel trained and advised the rebels, 
enabling the poorly organized and modestly equipped insurgents to take 
the lead in overthrowing the regime.
 As NATO continues to gain members and takes on a broader set of 
challenges, differences in opinion on ‘out- of-area’ operations will no 
doubt remain and most likely increase. But it is noteworthy that the Alli-
ance did agree to take unprecedented collective action notwithstanding 
these differences, and remained unified despite media criticism. NATO’s 
forte is its ability to act as a unit when stakes are high even when there is 
internal disagreement; NATO’s Achilles Heel is its principle of consensus. 
In Libya we saw the potency of the Alliance in action. In hindsight, much 
was done right, both by design and good fortune. Operation Unified Pro-
tector merits praise and congratulations, but these must be followed by 
serious analyses of NATO’s actions and those of others.
 Such is the purpose of this book, and in the process it provides great 
insight into political, military, and legal aspects of NATO’s intervention, 
including an examination of the inner dynamics of the Libya regime and 
the factors that led to its collapse, and of the Alliance’s strategic communi-
cations and the handling of media. The strength of this work lies in its 
combination of depth, breadth and context, using earlier studies as points 
of departure and encouraging further work. Such undertakings must not 
be taken lightly, because history has taught us that removal of a dictator 
unleashes forces that have been held in check, and those forces affect 
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thousands of human lives. Few mourn the loss of Colonel Gaddafi and 
most appreciate that the international intervention prevented a protracted 
civil war, but the methods used must be subject to debate.
 The real successes and failures of the post- Gaddafi era will manifest 
themselves in the decades to come. Overthrowing a dictatorship that has 
ruled for more than four decades is one thing; building a state and society 
on the basis of democracy, individual liberty, and the rule of law is 
another. While the Libyan people must undertake comprehensive 
reforms, we must draw lessons about the NATO campaign that enabled 
regime change and do so without fear, bias or excuses.
 The NATO Intervention in Libya provides a scholarly advance and should 
be of great interest to policy- makers, military professionals and researchers 
alike. I am honoured to have been invited to introduce it.
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Introduction

Kjell Engelbrekt and Charlotte Wagnsson

For many in Libya, NATO has literally made the difference between life 
and death. Operation Unified Protector has shown that when the cause is 
just – when the legal base is strong – and when the regional support is 
clear, NATO is the indispensable alliance.

(Anders Fogh Rasmussen)1

This book addresses the overarching question of how we should regard 
the 2011 military/political campaign in Libya. Indeed, the operation has 
been much debated. Was the Libya campaign led by the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) a resounding success and therefore a model 
to be emulated in other military operations? Was it a failure of leadership 
and organization that, had not the US Air Force, the US Navy and auxil-
iary American units so effectively destroyed Libyan air defenses and 
blinded its ground troops, just as well might have ended in a protracted 
conflagration and major embarrassment to the Alliance? Or perhaps it 
should set no precedent at all, given the unique features of the country’s 
political and humanitarian crisis? Finally, what can we infer from the 
Libyan experience about the present state, and future, of NATO?
 This book sets out to question and nuance overly triumphant exclama-
tions of the Libya campaign of 2011, yet it also challenges critics of the 
operation by suggesting that in some important ways, it can be seen as a 
success for the Western alliance. The basic assumption is that we still have 
work to do in examining the facts and issues associated with the campaign 
and that we need to take on this task by scrutinizing the operation from 
different angles, ranging from law and the media to various military per-
spectives. This exercise may generate new knowledge useful for anyone 
with an interest in the Libyan crisis – and in the potential of NATO – and 
perhaps in particular for those within the fields of war studies and security 
studies, for instance by providing new insights into contemporary military 
strategy and operations.
 Evaluations of large- scale military operations often take the form of 
‘lessons learned’ analyses, typically carried out mere months after the 
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operation’s end. Such exercises conducted by people who were actively 
engaged can help organizations sort bad practices from good, identify 
organizational deficiencies, and come up with detailed descriptions of how 
events unfolded that improve accountability and provide individual units 
with a better grasp of their own contribution toward the overall goals. 
Although such ‘first impressions’ are instructive for military organizations, 
it is important not to prematurely settle for conclusions drawn at an early 
stage of the learning cycle. Furthermore, conclusions from first- wave inves-
tigations may be distorted in that the analysis rarely is sufficiently compre-
hensive and conceptually consistent, and because the actors who 
contribute pieces of information to the overall picture are informed by 
narrower incentives and interests.2

 In this volume the authors seek to go one step further and make a contri-
bution to a second wave of evaluations of the 2011 Libya military campaign, 
building on but also re- examining early accounts produced by institutions 
and actors directly involved in planning and executing Operation Unified 
Protector and the national operations that preceded the NATO effort. The 
main problem is often simply that lessons drawn from first- wave analysis are 
not placed within the context of the precise objectives and values of those 
overall goals, as well as of other major organizational efforts (be they military 
campaigns or other types of crises) that precede and potentially succeed 
them. To be sure, it is when lessons learned from various branches of the 
armed forces, along with the impressions of diplomats, political decision 
makers, independent academics and civil society organizations, are added 
up and connected to each other that we acquire a systematic view of how 
events unfolded. It is ultimately from the vantage point of such a holistic 
foundation that some of the original lessons may have to be re- learned.

The stakes of the Libya war

There has indeed been considerable tension between different interpreta-
tions of the Libyan campaign. Whereas some commentators were quick to 
praise the pragmatic approach adopted in Operation Unified Protector 
toward integrating coalition partners, overcoming challenges of 
information- sharing, logistics and supply, others said the operational 
obstacles and material shortcomings – on the part of European allies in 
particular – constitute the overwhelming impression.3 Some comment-
ators, though not doubting that Libya is better off without the autocratic 
regime of Colonel Moammar Gadaffi, went as far as to question whether, 
at the end of the day, civilian lives were saved through the military inter-
vention.4 Others remarked that the intervention came about not to save 
civilians but out of concern for Western investments in Libyan oil.5 By 
early 2013, many were also increasingly concerned with long- term reper-
cussions resulting from the spread of Libyan weaponry and political 
extremism in Northern and West Africa.
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 The economic and energy resource dimensions to the 2011 Libya war 
are certainly not to be underestimated, but nor are the security and 
strategy dimensions. Starting with the former, it is a straightforward fact 
that Libya is estimated to have the fifth largest oil reserves on the planet, 
amounting to 76.7 billion barrels, and represented 2 per cent of world 
output before widespread hostilities interrupted production in early 2001.6 
When it comes to natural gas the proven reserves are more modest, at 1.5 
trillion cubic metres, which makes up some 0.7 per cent of the world 
total.7 As a result of production of both categories falling to historic lows 
during the course of the NATO- led military campaign, a number of other 
oil- producing countries stepped up their output to offset the economic 
consequences of the Libya outage and the ensuing spike in prices.
 Eighty- five per cent of Libyan oil has in recent years been sold to Euro-
pean markets, which are located directly across the Mediterranean Sea. 
Other advantages associated with extraction of fossil fuels in Libya are that 
production costs are lower than in the case of alternative suppliers 
(Norway and Russia are the other two main suppliers), and that vast areas 
of the country remain to be properly explored. So far the oil fields 
selected for drilling and extraction have – for reasons of costs and accessi-
bility to ports and labour – for the most part been located near the coast-
line in the north.
 The 2003 shift in Colonel Gaddafi’s diplomatic stance toward Western 
countries, and the United Kingdom and the United States in particular, 
allowed for business relations between Libya and a whole array of other 
countries to prosper. The decisive juncture was when the Libyan regime 
surrendered two suspects of the 1988 Lockerbie bombing (of Pan Am 
Flight 103) and announced that it was abandoning its weapons of mass 
destruction programme.8 The Europeans were first to take advantage, with 
Italian ENI, Spanish Repsol and French Total to engage with the Libyan 
authorities and oil industry. Those investments, along with the EU’s desire 
to reduce its dependence on Russian and Norwegian and North Sea assets, 
were suddenly at stake.9

 With relatively speaking smaller stakes in the Libyan oil industry, 
Chinese companies had prior to 2011 also made significant inroads in this 
sector. Somewhere between 2 and 3 per cent of Chinese imports came 
from Libya and some 75 Chinese companies are reported to have been 
operating on Libyan soil at the outbreak of the war, mainly in the fields of 
telecommunications, irrigation and rail construction. But most impor-
tantly, China’s National Petroleum Corporation had offered to assist 
Libyan counterparts in offshore exploration and the building of new pipe-
line systems.10

 Even though the primary motivation for the civil unrest in Libyan cities 
may have been political in nature, leaders in the anti- Gaddafi movement 
quickly realized where the vulnerabilities of the regime lay and which 
prize armed rebels needed to secure. Taking control over oil reserves, oil 
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fields, pipelines, ports and oil refineries would deprive the regime of a 
stable flow of fresh capital. From the outset, therefore, fighting between 
rebels and regime troops focused on the eastern cities. The majority of the 
oilfields are situated south of the Ras Lanuf/Brega/Ajdabiya area in the 
eastern half of the country and the main part of all pipelines terminate 
west of Ajdabiya city.11 This explains the intense fighting that took place 
around the Ajdabiya/Benghazi area. Losing ground around Ajdabiya at an 
early stage would have been a substantial blow to the regime.
 Refineries were also central to the unfolding of events. Anti- Gaddafi 
forces subsequently came to control the refineries in the Tobruk and 
Benghazi area, whereas the regime held on to the refinery in Tripoli and 
worked hard not to lose control over the remaining ones in the Ras Lanuf 
and Brega areas. Finally, of course, the storage and supply of refined oil 
was vital for keeping the vehicles of the armed forces on the road and for 
making sure that some level of economic activity was upheld.

The wider political context: the ‘Arab Spring’ reaches Libya

The Tunisian spark that ignited the first outburst of public discontent in 
mid- December 2010 was by all accounts a spontaneous, unexpected event. 
But street vendor Mohamed Bouazizi’s self- immolation on 17 December 
prompted street protests in the city of Sidi Bouzid, where his attempted 
suicide had taken place, and later spread to several other towns and vil-
lages. It hereby turned into the largest social unrest seen in the country 
for three decades. By the time of Bouazizi’s eventual passing in early 
January, the position of the government and president Ben Ali had been 
severely undermined through the inclusion of professional groups and 
wide segments of the Tunisian society in the protest movement. On 14 
January Ben Ali fled the country.
 Not unlike the communist revolutions in Central and Eastern Europe 
in the late 1980s, the Arab spring movement had a ‘wildfire’ quality of 
regional contagion, accelerated by the use of transnational and social 
media. Also reminiscent of the communist revolutions, precious few deci-
sion makers and observers – except for deeply committed area specialists – 
were able to discern the early signs of a mass uprising in the Arab world 
and predict what was coming. In Egypt the public protests latched onto 
the Tunisian criticism of autocratic Arab rule, though simultaneously fed 
into a deeper sense of discontent and lack of opportunities. Starting 25 
January 2011 public demonstrations and protest marches could no longer 
be effectively quelled, which in part reflected a desire on the part of the 
regime to show restraint and in part the non- belligerent behaviour of the 
vast majority of the protesters. The sentiments of the Egyptian uprising 
soon converged around the demand for an immediate end to Hosni 
Mubarak’s rule, a blatantly political objective that sent shockwaves 
throughout the Arab world. After a standoff that lasted for three weeks, 
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occasionally interrupted by violent clashes between demonstrators and 
security forces, Mubarak announced his resignation on 11 February.
 Geographically situated between Tunisia and Egypt, Libya did not stay 
unaffected by political developments in the neighbouring countries for 
long. In a society dominated by Colonel Moammar Gaddafi and his entou-
rage for more than 40 years, large- scale demonstrations broke out in the 
eastern city of Benghazi less than one week after the demise of Mubarak. 
Minor incidents had previously occurred over local issues in other north-
ern towns but the wider movement took off on 15 February when several 
hundred citizens of Benghazi gathered outside the police headquarters to 
demand the release of a human rights lawyer. Two days later protests had 
spread to at least half a dozen cities, prompting a heavy- handed crack-
down by the Libyan security forces. Ten days later, on 27 February, the 
National Transitional Council was formed by opposition groups.
 As the Libyan uprising progressed, protests were taking place in 
Yemen and Bahrain along the Arabian Gulf coast. These protests, 
however, were apparently much less important for developments in 
Libya than the preceding events in neighbouring Tunisia and Egypt, 
which had already succeeded in unseating autocratic rulers. One charac-
teristic feature of the first phase of the Libya uprising was the immediate 
and unrelenting assault of the security forces, which forced opposition 
groups to arm themselves. Another characteristic feature was the rapid 
spread of support and sympathy for the anti- Gadaffi movement, based 
on the experience of ordinary people who had seen four decades of an 
arbitrary and brutal regime.
 Between mid- February and mid- March the violence rapidly escalated in 
Libya, with an increasing number of army units becoming embroiled in 
the clashes with opposition forces. The latter, first composed by students, 
oil workers and other civilians, steadily received reinforcements through 
defections by regular Libyan army units and foreign fighters. Already in 
early March the use of heavy military equipment by the Libyan army 
against civilian- populated areas was common practice.12

 The escalation of violence with the naked brutality of Gadaffi’s forces, 
along with the crude and belligerent statements coming out of Tripoli, 
suggested that Libya’s internal conflict could only worsen, and that the 
regime would not be inhibited by anyone in its use of massive and indis-
criminate force in order to crush the uprising. Compounded with the eco-
nomic concerns over the repercussions over a long- term civil war in an 
oil- rich country and the political fallout of an autocrat vehemently fighting 
to reverse the ‘Arab spring’ on his home turf, the crisis was perceived as 
multidimensional in several Western capitals. At the same time the scen-
ario of a humanitarian disaster in case Gadaffi’s military was left 
unchecked was rapidly shifting from possible to likely. Different from 
many other countries affected by the ‘Arab spring’ movement, several of 
these ingredients gave the international community reasons to reflect on 
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whether to become directly engaged, or leave the Libyan and its citizens to 
their own devices and then be vulnerable to criticism.

Libya as a sui generis case

Particularly against this wider setting of Arab politics, the argument that 
NATO’s 2011 Libya campaign in a variety of ways is a unique case, and 
therefore serves particularly badly as a model, appears to have consider-
able merit. The confluence of political, legal and strategic factors that 
came together in the spring of 2011 were – according to most observers – 
unusually conducive to an intervention. This was true for international law 
and diplomacy, to begin with. The notion that civilians deserve protection 
from autocratic leaders with the capability and stated intention to commit 
massive atrocities or acts of genocide had been established at the 2005 
United Nations World Summit with the adoption of the ‘responsibility to 
protect’ formula. The rapidly deteriorating humanitarian situation in 
Libya in the first weeks of 2011, the regime’s harsh crackdown on protest-
ers and use of heavy guns, plus Colonel Gaddaffi’s pledge ‘to show no 
mercy’ when rooting out the rebel stronghold in Benghazi ‘alley by alley’ 
combined to create powerful pressure on the Security Council to pass a 
robust resolution.13 Resolution 1973, passed on 17 March 2011, for the 
first time authorized the use of military force primarily to protect civilian 
lives.
 The uniqueness of circumstances also seemed true for most European 
and Arab countries that joined the coalition, prepared to put the resolu-
tion into practice. Some commentators argue that Libya in fact presented 
a ‘best case’ challenge to Europe by virtue of its geographic proximity, 
limited military resistance, and the small number of unintended casualties 
produced by Allied attacks.14 The Europeans, in that they were in control 
of the latter parts of the campaign, could be more selective about target-
ing than American military units would have been. This, in turn, enabled 
British, French and other governments to politically sustain their efforts 
over several months.
 Diplomatic support from the Arab League and coalition participation 
by Jordan, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates cannot be overestimated 
when it comes to providing much needed regional legitimation for the 
military intervention in Libya. Similarly to when Iraq was ejected from 
Kuwait in 1991, regional endorsement was significant for convincing 
Security Council member states to vote in favour of, or at least abstain 
from blocking, the ‘all necessary measures’ formula which in international 
law authorizes the use of military force. In addition, it was helpful in sus-
taining the coalition during the seven- month long military campaign. 
Even though their contribution to the military effort was marginal, the 
Arab coalition partners brought in a high level of area knowledge that was 
of value to the overall operation.
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 The proximity to the European continent certainly provided major 
advantages from the perspective of logistics, supply, regular mainten-
ance, and use of existing equipment and munitions stockpiles. But 
despite those prerequisites for an effective deployment just outside the 
area of operation, several European NATO allies and partners were con-
fronted with severe resupply and ammunition deficits, as well as other 
logistics bottlenecks. Had the supply lines been longer and access to 
alternative sources of critical equipment unavailable, reports indicate, 
the problems in this area would have been a lot more difficult to 
overcome.15

 Fortunately, for the purpose of bringing Operation Unified Protector 
to a successful close, the United States could step in and compensate for 
European deficiencies and dwindling stockpiles. But the long- term 
repercussions of having to rely on American assets in an intervention 
driven by Europeans must be considered. Apart from a major embarrass-
ment for European military and political leaders, it drove the costs of the 
American military contribution much higher than anticipated. ‘Leading 
from behind’ may have reduced the risk of US military casualties and of 
Washington yet again becoming the target of acrimonious criticism by 
radical Arab and/or Islamic leaders, but it still was not a burden to be 
carried lightly. At the end of the day, US military assets were engaged 
throughout the operation and were often indispensable for the success 
of individual missions.
 The precise lessons that American political leaders and US armed 
forces will draw from the 2011 Libya experience remain to be deter-
mined. In some respects the comparison with Iraq and Afghanistan is 
quite favourable to the Libya campaign as a model. The total costs of US 
involvement in the 2011 Libya campaign constituted a small fraction of 
the two major wars that Washington has waged over the past 10 to 12 
years. And, some would argue, the outcome is despite having added to 
the turmoil in northern Africa relatively promising for the future.
 But it would seem to be equally plausible that the United States elicits 
other lessons from Operation Unified Protector, either by insisting that 
the Europeans take care of small- scale military operations in their own 
backyard or by deciding for itself that collaborative action is pointless as 
long as the United States eventually is expected to pick up the slack. As 
deep cuts in the American defence budget are underway and cannot but 
affect US capabilities in Europe and adjacent regions, this will presum-
ably lead to a Europe that can no longer rely on assistance in similar 
situations.16 As a result, the European allies and partners of the 
United States may very well be facing a critical decision point when it 
comes to levels of ambition and ability to engage with the world beyond 
the old continent, one that will not be affected by increases in defence 
spending alone.
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Good or bad for NATO?

A few circumstances make the launching of the Libya campaign particu-
larly intriguing. Notably, the decision to take action in Libya was taken at a 
point in time when the war in Afghanistan constituted NATO’s major 
concern and commitment. Indeed, against the backdrop of the painful 
experiences of Iraq and Afghanistan, the prospect of NATO taking on 
another precarious mission that even risked destabilizing an entire region 
did not look very bright.
 Moreover, and inextricably connected to the issue of addressing security 
challenges that European countries are facing, is the question of NATO 
cohesion and solidarity and the perception thereof. Arguably, looking 
back at the Libya operation, Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen 
made the Alliance appear not only as an effective crisis manager but as a 
‘force for good’.17 Yet are these roles actually well- established within 
NATO and can the alliance uphold them post- Libya?
 The Libya campaign was preceded by NATO’s Strategic Concept 
debate, during which the Alliance’s tasks were widely contemplated. At the 
Lisbon summit of 2010 NATO finally decided to take on three core tasks; 
collective defence, crisis management and cooperative security, thus 
nominally shouldering responsibility for every type of contingency ranging 
from defence of territory to regional and global security.
 This bold vision does not resonate well with economic realities and the 
main concern after the adoption of the Strategic Concept, which has been 
the generation of resources in an age of austerity. At a time when the 
United States is preparing to substantially cut its defence budget, doubts 
are similarly voiced over Europe’s commitment to regional and global 
security. At one point former US Secretary of Defence Robert Gates 
argued that

The demilitarization of Europe – where large swaths of the general 
public and political class are averse to military force and the risks that 
go with it – has gone from a blessing in the 20th century to an impedi-
ment to achieving real security and lasting peace in the 21st.18

Moreover, at the peak of the Libya operation, NATO’s Secretary General 
Anders Fogh Rasmussen warned that ‘the global order enjoys more stake-
holders than ever before and yet it has very few guarantors. Europe is still 
one of them, but for how long?’19 After the end of the operation, Rasmus-
sen similarly praised Europe’s contributions yet highlighted its insufficien-
cies and dependence on US capabilities,20 suggesting that European states 
needed to solve their difficulties by adopting more of ‘smart defence’ (or 
‘pooling and sharing’) measures in the future.21

 In addition to financial problems, Europeans remain divided over the 
issue of NATO’s main area of responsibility. While ‘globalists’ such as 
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Denmark and Great Britain are generally positive to future military opera-
tions out- of-area and foresee a global space of operation and a develop-
ment of civilian capabilities, the Baltic countries, France and Germany 
lean more towards a focus on military capabilities and regional tasks.22

 The communication among NATO officials during the Libya operation 
indeed displayed tensions between predominantly ‘realist’ regional and 
predominantly ‘idealist’ global motives. Officials highlighted NATO’s 
capacity in situations of humanitarian crisis and framed the major aim of 
the operation as protecting civilians.23 In discussing NATO’s role in crisis 
management, Rasmussen described the operation as an example of how 
‘academic theories connect with the real world’ in that he asserted, before 
the operation had been launched, that ‘[t]oday, we have a real crisis 
unfolding on our doorstep – in Libya. And NATO is not just sitting idly 
by.’24 Nevertheless, crisis management could also be handily re- framed in 
the rhetoric of the Secretary General, from an allegedly humanitarian to a 
self- regarding practice. In this sense, NATO had ‘increasingly understood 
that crisis prevention is a means of protecting our own security’. Rasmus-
sen stated that NATO first of all remains a defence alliance, pointing to 
Libya as a potential breeding ground for terrorism and extremism and to 
the risk of regional spill- over of the crisis.25

 Then again, despite the ongoing war in Afghanistan and diverging out-
looks on the future of the Alliance, the member states did manage to get 
the Libya operation going within a matter of weeks. Various motives and 
rationales behind the decision to intervene that appear to have super-
seded such aggravating circumstances will be examined in the following 
two chapters.
 Notably, even though populations were initially split over whether 
NATO should intervene or not, majorities in all states supported three 
objectives of a prospective intervention; the protection of civilians, the 
removing of Gadaffi, and the sending of military advisors to assist the 
rebels.26 In retrospect, a plurality of populations in NATO member states 
(with the sole exception of the Turkish population) was supportive of the 
decision to intervene.27 Notably, this included a slight majority of 
Germans, despite the fact that Germany had not taken part in the opera-
tion. Approval ran highest in non- NATO member Sweden (68 per cent), 
followed by the Netherlands and France (58 per cent respectively) (ibid).
 This indicates that the Libya operation was predominantly beneficial to 
NATO; the Alliance acted in line with a stated intent that received broad 
popular support, which may serve to increase its internal legitimacy. More-
over, relatively widespread perceptions of operational success may have 
served to bolster the Alliance’s image both internally and externally, at 
least in the short run. Yet, as will be suggested in some of the chapters 
below, the operation and its consequences for NATO could be interpreted 
a lot more critically. Also, it remains to be seen both whether the Alliance 
can sustain a coherent discourse about itself, given its diversified roles and 
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internal divisions, and whether it can keep up with its ambitions given the 
harsh economic realities. Indeed, while discussing Europe’s economic 
problems in 2011, Rasmussen stressed that NATO must be globally con-
nected and confirmed its dependency on actors in other regions, using 
the phrase: ‘delivering security must be a co- operative matter’.28

Organization of the book

If the rather disparate views of the lessons learned from Libya mentioned 
above were to form the foundation for future planning, the effects on 
NATO and on the contributing armed forces are unlikely to be beneficial. 
Some variation between the assessments conducted by different institu-
tions and governments is to be expected, but candid reviews have in other 
instances promptly offered correction to unjustifiably positive or negative 
accounts. For instance, whereas NATO’s heavily criticized campaign in 
Kosovo 1998–1999 was ultimately recognized as having thwarted large- 
scale ethnic cleansing in former Yugoslavia, the alliance’s decade- long 
engagement in Afghanistan – under the International Security Assistance 
Force (ISAF ) – is currently seen as not having produced a sustainable 
peace, nor is it likely to do so in its remaining two years. So how come the 
view is so fragmented when it comes to the NATO- led Libya campaign? 
Could it be a reflection of a growing divide in political and strategic rea-
soning on both sides of the Atlantic? Could it be due to the evolution of 
doctrine within branches of the military establishment in recent years? Or 
are there other reasons?
 More time is indeed required before a truly mature state of knowledge 
regarding the 2011 Libyan campaign can be achieved. But we believe that 
the time is right to deepen and broaden our analysis of the military cam-
paign in order to answer some of the questions above and to elicit mature 
insights and improve practices in the military profession, as well as among 
a wide range of decision makers and professionals who partook in plan-
ning and assessing developments during the campaign. Although ours 
cannot be an exhaustive treatment of the subject, we have tried to cover 
the most essential aspects of the NATO- led effort and thus to offer a com-
prehensive account of the key challenges that arose along the way. Many 
of the latter were provisionally solved for the purpose of bringing the cam-
paign to a close, but are generic in character and will have to be con-
sidered in any analogous situation in the future.
 The first part of the book is aimed at explaining the law and politics of 
the intervention. While Chapter 1 outlines the wider strategic context and 
analyses the problem of NATO cohesion once military actions commenced, 
Chapter 2 introduces the novelty of Responsibility to Protect (R2P) in inter-
national law and examines the political premises at the UN Security Council 
for arriving at resolution 1973, which in turn allowed for the use of military 
force to protect Libyan civilians via intervention. Chapter 3 goes on to 
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explain in what ways resolution 1973 created the basis for a legal regime that 
regulated the military operation including rules of engagement, subse-
quently adopted by NATO and partner countries in the coalition that 
formed to carry out the Security Council mandate.
 The second part of the book is devoted to the use of coercive force by 
NATO coalition’s air force units, as well as the deployment of naval and 
other forces in support of the combat operations. At the core of the 
military intervention was consistently the surveillance, targeting and 
bombing missions carried out by NATO and coalition air forces and ana-
lysed in Chapter 4. But, for a number of important military objectives, 
naval forces (Chapter 5) and special land forces (Chapter 8) also played 
an important part, one that has gone virtually unnoticed in mass media. 
Chapter 6 examines why the regular Libyan army put up such limited 
resistance, given its impressive capacity on paper, tracing elements of an 
explanation in the patrimonialist, militarist and islamist political culture of 
Libya and the wider region.
 The third part of the book deals with auxiliary measures and arrange-
ments that governments and defence forces undertook in order to increas-
ingly tilt the balance against the Gaddafi regime in order to bring about 
an end to the conflict and to the intervention as such. Chapter 7 is 
devoted to the ways in which an ambitious strategic communication policy 
was used as a crucial element of information warfare to oust Gaddafi, 
paying particular attention to the state- of-the- art approach adopted by 
Britain. Chapter 8 suggests that a small number of special forces, intelli-
gence agents, trainers and liason officers were brought into the fray on the 
sidelines of the military effort, and appear to have played a substantial role 
by way of interacting directly with the Libyan political opposition and 
rebel forces. Although much of this story has yet to be clarified, a suffi-
cient amount of information has been released to make a first analysis of 
its significance for the intervention effort at large.
 In conclusion, the lessons from each chapter as to what can be learned 
from NATO’s 2011 military intervention in Libya are summarized and dis-
cussed. In pulling together the lessons from military intervention in a 
wider context of events, an overall assessment of the broader experience 
made by NATO and coalition forces is formulated and contrasted to those 
made in Iraq and Afghanistan.
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1 Able but not willing
A critical assessment of NATO’s 
Libya intervention

Jeffrey H. Michaels

Introduction

NATO’s ostensibly ‘successful’ intervention in Libya was notable in many 
respects, not the least of which was that the mission occurred at all, and 
when it did, the majority of Alliance members had little enthusiasm to 
meaningfully participate. Yet when the ‘defensive’ mission that was origin-
ally envisaged to protect civilians soon became a ‘regime change’ opera-
tion, rather than withdraw their support, NATO members continued to 
ensure the primacy of Alliance solidarity, even though this did not trans-
late into providing additional military assets. The result was a half- hearted 
air campaign that lasted for months with little change to the stalemate on 
the ground and with increasing political frustration at the lack of progress. 
Fortunately for NATO, a series of rebel military successes in mid- August 
that culminated in the capture of Tripoli transformed a potential ‘quag-
mire’ into a ‘success’.
 In the aftermath of Gaddafi’s fall, the official narrative about the Libya 
campaign has, not unsurprisingly, tended to focus on those aspects that 
highlighted the Alliance’s ‘flexibility’, ‘openness’, and ‘strength’.1 Where 
there have been ‘lessons learned’, or at least ‘lessons identified’, these 
have been limited to technical military matters. Overlooked in this ‘crit-
ical’ discourse are the political dynamics that shaped the military cam-
paign. When examined through a political prism, rather than a strictly 
military one, the NATO campaign looks far less ‘successful’, and indeed, it 
will be argued that it is the political lessons that are likely to have more far 
reaching consequences for the future direction of the Alliance.
 This chapter will examine the intra- Alliance politics of NATO’s inter-
vention, and to a lesser extent the Alliance’s relations with partner nations 
and the rebel forces. As NATO’s intervention was not a foregone conclu-
sion, the chapter will begin by focusing on the debates within NATO that 
led to it taking the lead in Libya, to include the political compromises that 
were made to secure consensus, and the limits placed on the military 
mission. It will then analyse the varying levels of commitment made by 
NATO members and partners, with a focus on the limited participation of 
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the United States. Related to this, the different national attitudes towards 
both the means to be employed and the ends to be achieved in Libya will 
also be assessed. For instance, some NATO members and partners chose 
to operate as a coalition within the Alliance, and also to conduct more 
sensitive operations outside the NATO framework altogether. The 
problem of transatlantic burden- sharing will be specifically addressed by 
examining NATO’s failure to secure a handful of ground- attack aircraft 
shortly after it took over the mission from the US- led Operation Odyssey 
Dawn. Another key feature of the campaign to be examined were the 
limited, and often indirect contacts, NATO was obliged to maintain with 
the rebels, and the impediments this placed on achieving a more rapid 
downfall of Gaddafi’s regime. The chapter will conclude with a discussion 
about how the political and diplomatic ‘lessons’ may influence future 
NATO interventions.

Deciding to intervene

Before proceeding to the specific circumstances surrounding the Alli-
ance’s decision to take on a military intervention in Libya, it is important 
to preface this with a few general remarks about the position in which 
NATO found itself at the start of 2011. The circumstances NATO was 
facing at this time were hardly ideal for the launching of a major military 
operation, since it was during this period in which the Alliance commit-
ment to Afghanistan, in terms of attention and resources, was at its most 
significant point compared to any earlier period.2 Nevertheless, the Alli-
ance retained a plentiful supply of uncommitted air and naval assets, 
although a large- scale land campaign may have been beyond its 
capabilities.
 However, it was not simply a matter of operational overstretch that con-
strained the Alliance. There were also important political and economic 
factors at play, most notably the decline in defence budgets brought about 
by the global financial crisis.3 The combination of increasingly burden-
some operational costs in Afghanistan and shrinking defence budgets at 
home meant that as of early 2011 most NATO member states wished to 
avoid any additional military expenditure, and to the extent these expen-
ditures were necessary, it was essential to minimize them. Consequently, 
even with a significant number of air assets being technically uncom-
mitted, there was little political willingness to employ them. As will be 
shown, the number of air assets committed to the Libya operation com-
pared to other air campaigns, most notably the 1999 Kosovo campaign, 
was extremely limited.4

 At the start of 2011, there was no notion that NATO would soon 
conduct a major military operation in North Africa. Similar to the ‘Arab 
Spring’ more generally, Western governments had little early warning of 
the political crisis that was to unfold, nor any coherent plans for how to 
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deal with it. In the aftermath of large- scale protests in Tunisia, Egypt and 
elsewhere in the Middle East beginning in late 2010, the wave of demon-
strations spread to Libya by mid- February. Initially, the protests in Libya 
gathered steam but were insufficient to overthrow Gaddafi’s regime. In 
response, Gaddafi cracked down hard on the demonstrators. What had 
started as relatively peaceful protests soon developed into a full- fledged 
rebellion between those forces loyal to Gaddafi based in Tripoli, and the 
opposition based mainly in Benghazi. On 27 February, the rebel factions 
formed the National Transitional Council (NTC) in opposition to Gadd-
afi’s government. Rebels also took over Libya’s third- largest city, Misrata, 
while other outbreaks of rebellion occurred in the Nafusa mountains in 
northwestern Libya.5 Although the rebels benefited from large- scale defec-
tions from the Libyan military, Gaddafi’s forces had the advantage of 
heavier firepower at their disposal, including the country’s air assets. 
There was also the fear, albeit somewhat exaggerated in the media, that 
Gaddafi might employ chemical weapons against the rebels.6

 For Western policymakers, the situation in Libya presented three prob-
lems. First, there was the overriding priority to ensure the safety of their 
citizens who were in Libya. Second, due to the increasing turmoil, and the 
news coverage it generated, and with the prospect that the instability 
would worsen, Libya was high on the policy agenda. Therefore, some type 
of military action had at least to be contemplated, even if the prospect of 
actually conducting a military campaign was less certain. Third, it was ini-
tially unclear which side had the upper hand, and whether Gaddafi was 
likely to be able to survive for long anyway even without the necessity of an 
outside intervention. The converse was true of the rebels as well. At times 
it seemed as though they were winning, whereas at other times they 
appeared to be disorganized and on the verge of collapse. Had the rebels 
collapsed, the prospect of an outside intervention would have been very 
limited indeed.
 On 25 February, an emergency meeting of the North Atlantic Council 
(NAC) was convened to discuss the Libya crisis and to consider prepara-
tions for evacuation operations and to provide humanitarian assistance.7 
By late February, both the British and French governments began plan-
ning for a no- fly zone, despite the scepticism expressed in both countries’ 
militaries about detracting from the main effort in Afghanistan.8 By early 
March, NATO members such as the US, UK and France began increasing 
their intelligence activities in Libya, to include dispatching personnel to 
rebel- held areas, as well as prioritizing intelligence collection by deploying 
more surveillance assets to monitor the situation.9 During this period, a 
number of NATO countries also began contingency planning in the event 
a military deployment was necessary. On 3 March, the Danish military was 
ordered to initiate planning for possible land, air and sea contributions, 
and five days later the Danish Air Force was told to prepare a deployment 
of six F- 16s.10
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 However, at this stage, apart from the preparations of individual NATO 
member states, there was still little prospect of Alliance involvement. In 
particular, the French government insisted that any military support for 
the rebels would need to be authorized by the United Nations Security 
Council (UNSC), but not carried out by NATO, since the Alliance was per-
ceived to have an ‘aggressive image in the Arab world’.11

 While deliberations were ongoing in Brussels, the rebels scored some 
notable successes, capturing the coastal towns of Brega, Ras Lanouf and 
Bin Jawad, and moving closer to Tripoli. However, on 6 March, Gaddafi’s 
forces launched a major counter- offensive against the rebels.12 Operating 
with the advantage of air cover, Gaddafi’s forces advanced towards Ajda-
biya and Benghazi, though the rebels operating in Misrata continued to 
hold out.
 As the rebels were placed on the defensive, the international com-
munity took an increasing interest, though there was considerable reluct-
ance on the part of defence officials from NATO countries to take on 
another mission in Libya whilst preoccupied with Afghanistan. US Defense 
Secretary Robert Gates referred to ‘loose talk’ in reference to calls for 
setting up a no- fly zone, while Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
Admiral Mike Mullen noted that it would be ‘an extraordinarily complex 
operation to set up’.13 At the 10 March NATO Defense Ministerial at which 
it was agreed to reposition warships in the region and plan for human-
itarian aid, Gates said publicly that military planning for a no- fly zone 
would continue ‘but that’s the extent of it’.14 Similarly, British defence 
officials were not enthusiastic about the prospect of another major military 
commitment either since they did not want a new mission to detract from 
Afghanistan.15 Given the reluctance of the defence officials from these 
major military powers in NATO to become involved with Libya, there 
seemed little prospect that the Alliance would take on this mission.
 That being said, whilst defence officials in most Western capitals played 
down the prospect of an intervention, it was the politicians who took a 
more hawkish stance, arguing in favour of a no- fly zone.16 By some 
accounts, British Prime Minister David Cameron was concerned about a 
repeat of Srebrenica and pushed his defence officials for robust options.17 
On 10 March, the head of the NTC, Mustafa Abdel- Jalil, flew to Paris and 
met with French President Nicolas Sarkozy. Reportedly, it was as a result of 
this meeting that Sarkozy recognized the NTC as the legitimate govern-
ment of Libya, and began taking the prospect of military action seriously. 
The next day, Sarkozy raised the prospect of air strikes at an EU summit in 
Brussels. At this meeting Sarkozy stated: ‘The strikes would be solely of a 
defensive nature if Mr. Gaddafi makes use of chemical weapons or air 
strikes against non- violent protesters.’18 Meanwhile, on 12 March, the Arab 
League formally requested the United Nations Security Council to impose 
a no- fly zone. On 14 March, rebel leader Mahmoud Jibril met with US Sec-
retary of State Hillary Clinton in Paris.19 Whereas previously Clinton had 
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been lukewarm about the prospect of military intervention, it was after her 
Paris meetings with Jibril and other Arab diplomats that she altered her 
position and became an advocate of intervention.20 It is noteworthy that 
the discussions of a no- fly zone that had occurred up to this point were 
extremely vague in terms of who would be responsible for setting it up, 
the likely duration and, most importantly, whether or not it would be suffi-
cient to stop Gaddafi’s forces from committing what was expected to be a 
massacre if they were to capture Benghazi.
 Despite the mounting domestic and international pressure during the 
previous weeks to take some form of military action, the Obama adminis-
tration played down this prospect. According to several accounts of US 
decision making during the Libya crisis, it was not until a 15 March 
National Security Council (NSC) meeting that Obama told his officials he 
was dissatisfied with the military option of a no- fly zone that was presented 
to him since it would not stop a massacre. He therefore pressed his offi-
cials for more aggressive military options. Interestingly, in the week pre-
ceding this meeting, the White House had been thinking more in terms of 
arming the rebels, as it was considered to be a cheaper alternative to poli-
cing a no- fly zone or launching air strikes. However, by the time of the 
NSC meeting, the number of advocates for a more forceful intervention, 
particularly among some middle- ranking administration officials, had 
been steadily growing. Although Obama insisted on more forceful military 
options at the NSC meeting, based on the belief that a no- fly zone in itself 
would be insufficient to stop Gaddafi’s forces from crushing the rebels, he 
nevertheless insisted on keeping US action limited both in its size and in 
the time period in which the US would take the lead. The notion of 
handing off responsibility for this mission at the earliest possible date was 
considered essential, though it was far from certain at that point whether 
NATO would take on the mission.21

 It was only following the 15 March NSC meeting that US officials began 
laying the groundwork for intervention, to include lobbying in favour of a 
NATO lead role. With US support for intervention now added to that of 
Britain and France, both of whom had been advocating more forceful 
options in the previous weeks, combined with the ‘crisis’ of Gaddafi’s 
forces making a series of battlefield gains, the diplomatic efforts of these 
countries, as well as that of the Arab League, culminated on 17 March with 
the passing of UN Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1973. This res-
olution imposed a no- fly zone in Libyan airspace and allowed for ‘all 
necessary measures’ to protect civilians.22 Among the countries that 
abstained from this resolution was NATO member Germany. Germany’s 
Permanent Representative to the United Nations warned:

Decisions regarding the use of military force were always extremely 
difficult to take . . . Germany saw great risks, and the likelihood of 
large- scale loss of life should not be underestimated . . . Those that 



22  J.H. Michaels

participated in its implementation [referring to UNSCR 1973] could 
be drawn into a protracted military conflict that could draw in the 
wider region . . . it would be wrong to assume that any military inter-
vention would be quickly and efficiently carried out.23

Though abstaining from the UN vote, German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
left open the prospect of political support to the military action of others:

As everyone knows, Germany will not take part in military measures . . . 
That is why we abstained in the vote. But we share the goals of the res-
olution unreservedly. Our abstention should not be confused with 
neutrality.24

Two days after the resolution was passed, a ‘Coalition of the willing’ would 
begin military strikes. On 19 March, French aircraft somewhat prema-
turely began attacking Gaddafi’s forces, though a large- scale assault soon 
followed later that day which included US, British and French air attacks 
and sea- launched missiles that aimed to destroy Libya’s air force and air 
defence system, as well as targeting Libyan military units that were attack-
ing rebel positions. This Coalition was initially run under separate US, 
British and French commands, but would ultimately be coordinated under 
the auspices of the US Africa Command. During this period there was no 
centralized operational headquarters; instead both the British and French 
operated from their own headquarters, at Northwood and Mont Verdun 
respectively, but coordinated their actions with the American headquarters 
at Ramstein. The American name for the operation was Odyssey Dawn.25

 In contrast to the more limited role the US would later play, from 19 
March until the end of the month, the US was very much in the lead, par-
ticularly in suppressing enemy air defences and establishing command of 
the air. The amount of munitions expended was considerable, as can be 
discerned from the price tag that amounted to $340 million through 28 
March. The total US operational expenditure during this period was $550 
million. Yet from the start the Obama administration publicly stated that 
the US lead role would be transferred at the earliest possible time.26

 Meanwhile, as air operations were underway, and despite the American 
pressure to hand over leadership of the operation, NATO members debated 
for more than a week whether or not Libya should become an Alliance 
mission. It is this critical week that deserves analysis, for even though 
NATO’s assumption of the Libya mission may seem obvious in retrospect, it 
was not clear at the time that this would be a foregone conclusion.

NATO acquires a new mission

It is significant that as of 19 March, when military action began, it was not 
even clear what the mission NATO would be called on to carry out actually 
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was. Initially, the only military actions being considered were evacuation 
operations and providing humanitarian assistance. Then came the pro-
spect of using military force for an arms embargo, followed by the idea of 
creating and sustaining a no- fly zone. But to create an effective no- fly zone 
meant eliminating the Libyan capability to oppose it, which in practice 
meant destroying its air defence system.27 By mid- March, the primary goal 
Western leaders had agreed on was limited to ensuring the rebel position 
did not collapse, and in this sense, military action was viewed in ‘defensive’ 
rather than ‘offensive’ terms. Beyond this, the prospect of using military 
force to assist the rebel forces in ‘regime change’ was not seriously 
considered.
 The key point to note is that, given the short period that elapsed from 
the start of hostilities within Libya, with the battle lines moving back and 
forth, and with Western politicians unable to agree on what to do, this 
meant that in the days and weeks leading up to the start of military action, 
planners’ assumptions were constantly changing.28 Moreover, it was not 
clear whether or not NATO would have a role to play, or what the Alli-
ance’s role would amount to if it did become involved. It was quite pos-
sible, theoretically at least, to take action bilaterally, in the case of the UK 
and France, or as part of a wider ‘Coalition of the willing’, or even under 
the auspices of the European Union’s Common Security and Defence 
Policy (CSDP).29 Even if the EU had not taken over the air campaign, it 
was quite possible for them to have taken responsibility for the maritime 
campaign. According to one report, the French proposed this option but 
it had little support within the EU.30

 As previously noted, while Odyssey Dawn was underway, intense 
negotiations took place at NATO HQ over the possibility of the Alliance 
taking over the various air and maritime operations. Among the key 
reasons why it was felt NATO should take over was that it would have 
greater legitimacy than a ‘Coalition of the willing’, and would be better 
able to bring in partners. Moreover, it had the established military 
command structure, regional facilities, and a transatlantic link that were 
not guaranteed under alternative schemes. This was the position advoc-
ated by the US and UK, among others. In particular, Cameron highlighted 
the idea that NATO had a ‘tried and tested machinery’ for running such 
an operation.31

 However, getting NATO to take command of the Libya campaign was 
not universally supported within the Alliance. Initially, France did not 
want NATO participation on the grounds that this would undermine Arab 
support.32 Additionally, German officials suggested non- military options 
such as targeted sanctions and other forms of diplomatic pressure.33 
Turkish leaders cast doubt on the motives behind Western intervention, 
suggesting that action was driven by oil and mineral wealth rather than a 
desire to protect the Libyan people.34 The Turks also raised objections in 
relation to attacks on Libyan ground forces, and only later wanted NATO 
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placed in charge on the grounds that this would allow Ankara to have a 
veto over the operation. Furthermore, a feud between the French and 
Turkish governments also had the effect of undermining any prospect of 
cooperation within the Alliance.35

 Conversely, there were also problems with not having NATO in charge. 
For instance, the Norwegians were reluctant to participate in a non- NATO 
mission, and Italy issued a veiled threat to withdraw the use of its bases 
unless the Alliance was put in charge.36 France eventually conceded to 
NATO’s involvement in principle but proposed an alternative arrange-
ment whereby NATO would take the operational lead, thus providing 
military command and control of both NATO and non- NATO forces, but 
overall command would fall to an ad hoc political committee consisting of 
the foreign ministers of countries involved in the operation.37

 Among the key issues being disputed was the extent to which NATO 
would engage in offensive strikes against Libyan ground targets, rather 
than simply conducting an arms embargo and the no- fly zone. Tensions 
within NATO were high. At one NAC meeting, the French and German 
ambassadors walked out of the room after NATO Secretary General 
Anders Fogh Rasmussen criticized their countries’ opposition to a NATO- 
run mission.38 Nevertheless, on 23 March the Alliance agreed to enforce 
the arms embargo, and the following day agreed to enforce the no- fly 
zone. Though not all the Allies were keen to participate in the mission, 
they did not attempt to block it. Whilst supporting the NATO mission 
politically within the NAC, Germany took steps to distance itself militarily, 
going so far as to withdraw its ships from NATO command in the Mediter-
ranean to avoid the prospect of their being requested to support the arms 
embargo. Berlin also withdrew German personnel attached to the NATO 
AWACS aircraft that would be operating near Libya.39

 The agreement to go ahead with NATO taking control of the no- fly 
zone was reached after a four- way telephone conversation between the US 
Secretary of State and her British, French and Turkish equivalents.40 Addi-
tionally, Obama had previously phoned Turkish Prime Minister Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan to obtain Ankara’s support.41 Among the key issues that 
needed to be sorted out prior to achieving a consensus on a NATO- led 
operation was the politically sensitive issue of who would command it. 
Whereas the US wished to maintain a low profile, both the UK and France 
had attempted to place one of their own officers in charge. Due to polit-
ical objections, particularly from the Turks, a compromise candidate was 
found, namely the Canadian Air Force Lieutenant General Charles Bou-
chard, then serving as deputy head of Joint Force Command- Naples.42

 Apart from NATO taking over the ‘defensive’ aspects of the Libya 
mission, there was still no consensus on whether the ‘offensive’ components 
should also be a NATO responsibility. However, after debating for several 
more days, both the French and Turks lifted their objections, with the result 
that all aspects of the mission, including offensive air operations, were 
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turned over to NATO.43 As such, on 27 March, Rasmussen announced that 
NATO would implement all aspects of the UNSCR 1973 in order to ‘protect 
civilians and civilian- populated areas under attack or threat of attack from 
the Gaddafi regime’.44 On 31 March, NATO formally assumed responsibility 
for the Libya campaign, which was named Operation Unified Protector. 
NATO authorized this military action for a 90-day period, though this dead-
line would be extended twice in the course of the conflict. This limited time 
period reflected the fact that initially senior officials were still thinking that 
the military campaign would be of a relatively short duration. For instance, 
the head of the French armed forces, Admiral Edouard Guillaud, predicted 
the campaign would last weeks rather than months.45

A coalition inside the Alliance

Given the lacklustre levels of support provided by most NATO members, 
the mission in Libya could more appropriately be described as being con-
ducted by a coalition within the Alliance. As of mid- April, the US, UK, 
France, Canada, Belgium, Denmark and Norway were the only countries 
conducting strike missions.46 Julian Lindley- French mockingly referred to 
the mission as ‘Operation Protecting Disunity’.47 Notable absentees 
included the Netherlands, which had traditionally been quite active milit-
arily within the Alliance and possessed aircraft that would be useful in a 
ground- attack role. The lack of meaningful NATO member participation 
was also quite evident among the central European states.48 Despite his 
country officially supporting the mission, Polish Prime Minister Donald 
Tusk was particularly outspoken in his opposition to it. He stated:

Although there exists a need to defend civilians from a regime’s bru-
tality, isn’t the Libyan case yet another example of European hypocrisy 
in view of the way Europe has behaved toward Gaddafi in recent years 
or even months? . . . That is one of the reasons for our restraint . . . If 
we want to defend people against dictators, reprisals, torture and 
prison, that principle must be universal and not invoked only when it 
is convenient, profitable or safe.49

German Defense Minister Thomas De Maizière made a similar comment 
reflecting an ideological opposition to taking on the Libya mission:

Could the fact that we are suddenly intervening now have something 
to do with oil? We can’t get rid of all the dictators in the world with an 
international military mission.50

Throughout the course of the conflict, the heads of government and other 
senior officials from NATO member states met regularly.51 In some 
respects, the frequency of meetings suggested a good deal of consultation 
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among Alliance members. In actual fact, the NAC ‘became only a second-
ary framework to where decisions were really discussed’. Instead, a 
common position would first be developed among those countries intent 
on pursuing more aggressive operations prior to it being presented to the 
Alliance as a whole.52

 Thus, to the degree meaningful consultations occurred, these were 
limited to a coalition of nations operating within NATO, with the remain-
ing member states choosing to remain uninvolved. Regardless of their 
private political objections to intervening in Libya, there was no desire on 
the part of reluctant countries such as Germany, Turkey or Poland to have 
a repeat of the debate leading up to the 2003 Iraq war that badly damaged 
Alliance solidarity.53 Rather than oppose the intervention, they decided 
instead to officially support it, and remained on the sidelines politically so 
that the Alliance could at least appear united. There is little evidence to 
suggest they took an active part in making policy, except for the fact that 
their political support was purchased at a cost. Maintaining their political 
allegiance required taking extra precautions in the conduct of military 
operations. The political imperative that there should be ‘no civilian casu-
alties’, or at least ‘no excessive civilian casualties’, which was a key concern 
of the reluctant allies, placed considerable restrictions on air strikes.54 Nor 
could the mission officially be classed in terms of a ‘regime change’. 
Instead, the NATO mission was always labelled a UN- mandated ‘defensive’ 
mission intended to protect civilians.
 As highlighted earlier, Obama’s decision to commit the United States 
to military action was made in a crisis atmosphere, and with little fore-
thought beyond the short- term.55 The two key guiding themes driving 
American policy at that point were that the US would need to act quickly 
with its unique military capabilities to ensure the safety of Benghazi, and 
that to avoid any lengthy commitments the US would gradually pull back 
and let someone else take the lead. Beyond this, there is no evidence to 
suggest the Obama administration had formulated a policy that was aimed 
at regime change, nor had they determined precisely for how long the US 
would remain in the military lead before handing over lead responsibility.
 Interestingly, despite the experience of Afghanistan and Iraq, there also 
seems to have been no meaningful consideration of the post- conflict 
period. Several problems with this initial approach would quickly impact 
on the NATO operation. The first problem was that having encouraged 
NATO to take on the mission, and given its recent history in waging 
military operations, Alliance members assumed the US would maintain a 
substantial military commitment for the duration of the operation. While 
it was recognized that the US would wish to reduce its military commit-
ment, there was no precedent, and therefore no conception, of the degree 
to which the US would pull back from the lead.
 At a NATO summit in Berlin in mid- April, US officials played down rifts 
among the allies, yet also rebuffed calls for more involvement. For 
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instance, French Foreign Minister Alain Juppé specifically asked Clinton 
for more fighter planes but did not get an encouraging response.56 
Instead, the US insisted on the necessity for the European allies to commit 
more of their own forces to this mission, and only agreed to remain milit-
arily active in a supporting role. As one Washington Post editorial put it:

If his real aim were to plunge NATO into a political crisis, or to 
exhaust the air forces and military budgets of France and Britain . . . 
this would be a brilliant strategy . . . Mr. Obama appears less intent on 
ousting Mr. Gaddafi or ensuring NATO’s success than in proving an 
ideological point – that the United States will not take the lead in a 
military operation that does not involve vital US interests.57

For the next several months, despite repeated requests by European allies 
to step up their support, the US refused to budge.58 Furthermore, the 
Americans also complained not just about European countries that were 
not participating in the mission, but also about those which were. The 
complaint was mainly to do with the insufficient military means that 
NATO allies had available to employ in Libya, especially the limited stocks 
of precision guided munitions. Gates privately castigated NATO allies, 
including the British, for requiring the US to make up for shortfalls in 
munitions.59

 Internal tensions were also observable with regards to the lack of clarity 
and consensus about the nature of the mission being conducted. Rasmus-
sen would refer to it as one of protecting civilians, rather than helping the 
rebels win the war, and this remained the official NATO line.60 On the 
other hand, in mid- April, Obama, Cameron and Sarkozy issued a joint 
statement that ‘Gaddafi must go, and go for good’.61 Other NATO leaders 
made similar statements. For example, in early May, Turkish Prime Min-
ister Erdogan stated that Gaddafi must ‘immediately step down’.62 Yet this 
view was not shared by all NATO members. Dutch Defence Minister Hans 
Hillen insisted publicly that NATO should stick to protecting civilians and 
not try to oust Gaddafi.63 He also implied that if ‘regime change’ really was 
the actual mission, then it should be discussed within NATO so that it 
could be officially classed as such.64

 Regardless of the tensions that were present at the start of the military 
campaign, the failure to achieve any major breakthroughs early on and 
the prospect of a stalemate led some NATO nations to break ranks and 
suggest that a negotiated settlement with the Gaddafi regime was possible. 
Comments by senior Italian and French officials hinted at the possibility 
that a ceasefire could be negotiated with Gaddafi, though still insisting he 
step down from power. Most notably, in early July, French Defense Min-
ister Gerard Longuet said the rebels should negotiate with Gaddafi’s 
forces.65 These statements were strongly resented by other members of the 
Alliance.66



28  J.H. Michaels

 Meanwhile, some NATO countries that had been at the forefront of 
operations began to reduce their military contributions. Among these 
countries, Italy withdrew its aircraft carrier in early July as a matter of cost- 
savings. At the end of June, Norway pulled out its six planes.67 Other 
members complained about the sustainability of their declining munitions 
inventories, the rising costs of the mission, and the apparent inability to 
break the battlefield stalemate. As Dutch Defense Minister Hillen observed 
in early July: ‘People who thought that merely throwing some bombs 
would not only help the people but also convince Gaddafi that he could 
step down or alter his policy were a little bit naive.’68

The ground attack aircraft crisis

Of all the political crises impacting NATO over the course of the conflict, 
probably the most important had to do with burden- sharing. Shortly after 
the transition from the US- led mission to a NATO- led mission, of the Alli-
ance’s 28 member states, only seven were employing their aircraft for 
ground attack missions.69 As the US pulled back from conducting strike mis-
sions in early April, an important crisis developed as the number of ground 
attack aircraft committed to the offensive part of the campaign was deemed 
to be insufficient, particularly given the distances involved and the strain on 
pilots. For instance, NATO ambassadors held an unscheduled meeting fol-
lowing complaints from French Foreign Minister Juppé that the Libya cam-
paign risked getting bogged down unless the pace of air support was picked 
up.70 Juppé even hinted that opting for a NATO operation, as opposed to a 
‘Coalition of the willing’, might have been a mistake. He stated that ‘NATO 
must play its role fully. It wanted to take the lead in operations, we accepted 
that.’ British Foreign Secretary William Hague also requested that NATO 
step up its attacks on Gaddafi’s forces.71

 In terms of the actual military requirements that were deemed essen-
tial, Rasmussen stated: ‘To avoid civilian casualties we need very sophistic-
ated equipment, so we need a few more precision fighter ground attack 
aircraft for air- to-ground missions.’72 Moreover, senior NATO officials pub-
licly noted that the Alliance was short of eight to ten additional ground 
attack aircraft to conduct strike missions, a number which highlighted how 
difficult it was to gain access to just a handful of additional planes.73 
Although there were more than enough aircraft already patrolling the 
no- fly zone, to say nothing of the uncommitted aircraft that NATO’s Euro-
pean members had available in their arsenals, most of these countries 
refused to give permission for their planes to be used in a ground attack 
role. For example, the Dutch, Spanish, Italians and Turks limited their 
participation to patrolling the no- fly zone and enforcing the arms 
embargo, whilst other NATO members with ground attack capability, such 
as Germany and Poland, did not participate at all in the air campaign. 
Although Poland was already heavily committed to Afghanistan, it still had 
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the capacity to provide ‘a small number of F- 16 fighters’ to signal its 
support, but chose not to on the grounds that Libya did not represent a 
significant security interest for Warsaw.74 Even with the UK adding more 
Tornado jets in early April, the NATO numbers remained too low.75

 This shortage of planes had several important consequences. From an 
operational perspective, insufficient aircraft meant more limited coverage 
of the battle- space, as well as fewer sorties. In order to make up for the 
shortage, US, British and French officials tried to persuade other NATO 
nations to contribute aircraft, while both the UK and France sought to 
persuade President Obama to commit more US assets.76 However, Obama 
was adamant that no additional US support would be forthcoming, despite 
the fact that the US retained an ample number of strike aircraft based in 
the region on 12-hour standby.77 The American argument was that US 
ground attack air assets were unnecessary since the European members 
of NATO had enough capability of their own. According to US Vice 
President Joe Biden:

If the Lord Almighty extricated the US out of NATO and dropped it 
on the planet of Mars so we were no longer participating, it is bizarre 
to suggest NATO and the rest of the world lacks the capacity to deal 
with Libya – it does not . . . Occasionally other countries lack the will, 
but this is not about capacity.78 

By late April, following weeks of diplomatic efforts by the US, UK and 
France, as well as a phone call between Obama and Italian Prime Minister 
Silvio Berlusconi, Italy was finally persuaded to contribute most of its 12 
aircraft that had been supporting the no- fly zone to be allocated to strike 
missions.79 For the remainder of the air campaign though, no additional 
NATO member states would contribute ground attack aircraft for strike 
missions, even if they participated in other ways, typically by sending ships 
for the arms embargo.80

 While the US was quite pleased with those NATO allies that were dis-
proportionately contributing to the air campaign, such as the Danes and 
Norwegians, they were increasingly frustrated with those allies who refused 
to participate. During his early June visit to Brussels for a NATO defence 
ministerial, Gates chided a number of allies for this reason. At one 
meeting of the NATO defence ministers, Gates singled out the Nether-
lands, Spain, Turkey, Germany and Poland for refusing to take part in 
ground attacks. Gates reportedly chose these countries, rather than any 
number of other NATO allies who were not participating, because he 
wanted to target those countries with an ‘actual military capacity’. Despite 
the strong criticism by Gates, these NATO allies continued to refuse 
further assistance.81

 While it is unclear whether the US would have continued to avoid 
taking a more active role if the battlefield stalemate had continued longer 
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than it did, there was definitely no indication they were ready to reverse 
their position by bringing more forces to bear. Rather, the preferred US 
strategy was to continue diplomatic pressure on its allies. Meanwhile, Ras-
mussen continued to press NATO allies for more ground attack aircraft 
but to little avail. During a visit to the Netherlands in mid- July, he stated:

We can’t protect civilians in Libya effectively if we are not prepared to 
take out critical military units on the ground that can be used to attack 
civilians. This is the reason why we do air- to-ground strikes . . . I 
encourage all allies that have aircraft at their disposal to take part in 
that operation as well.82 

However, neither the Dutch nor other reluctant NATO countries decided 
to send more planes. It remains unclear precisely why they were reluctant 
to do so, but this was most probably due to a combination of domestic 
political and financial concerns, and perhaps some degree of ideological 
opposition as well.
 The controversy over the ground attack aircraft was arguably the key 
issue instigating the wider debates over burden- sharing. On the one hand, 
European states were frustrated with the lack of US commitment, for the 
US maintained plenty of capability at hand to rapidly escalate the pace 
and scale of air attacks on Gaddafi’s forces. That the Obama administra-
tion chose not only to withhold these assets, but to simultaneously 
complain about the lack of European support, caused a great deal of 
resentment.
 Beyond the short- term negative effects on the robustness of the air cam-
paign, there were also important long- term implications for the future of 
the Atlantic Alliance. Libya represented the first time when NATO’s most 
important military member state had chosen to commit to an operation, 
but then revert to a supporting role, whereas traditionally it had always been 
the supported power. As a harbinger for future missions, this meant that the 
US might not fully commit its resources, with the consequence that 
NATO’s European members would be obliged to ‘pick up the slack’.
 Yet this argument does not relate simply to the problem of resources. 
Instead, it also relates to a strong deterrent image NATO wishes to project 
to would- be adversaries. In other words, the Alliance’s credibility was inti-
mately tied to the perception that NATO power equated to American 
power. This issue was not purely hypothetical, but was a concern of NATO 
officials at the time of the Libya crisis when it was believed that the with-
drawal of US air assets would likely invigorate Gaddafi’s will to resist. For 
the US, on the other hand, Libya represented a glaring example of the lack 
of political willpower on the part of many of its European allies to match 
words with deeds, epitomized by their failure to commit more ground 
attack aircraft for a mission that they officially supported. In fact, Libya 
could have presented an ideal opportunity for the Alliance’s European 
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members to reverse the negative images of uneven burden- sharing that 
have plagued NATO since 1949. Instead, the failure to commit the ground 
attack aircraft further entrenched these negative images.

Partners and unofficial allies

Apart from Alliance member states, the contribution of NATO partners 
was vital, as they provided an external source of legitimacy for the mission. 
Their participation also represented a ‘return on investment’ demonstrat-
ing the value of NATO’s partnership programmes. Partners contributing 
to the military campaign included Sweden, the United Arab Emirates and 
Qatar, and to a much lesser extent Morocco and Jordan. These partners 
were granted the same status in the NAC as other NATO members when it 
was discussing Libya- related topics. But whereas partner contributions to 
the air campaign were important, especially for political reasons, their 
overall military impact was marginal at best, given that they were limited 
to patrolling the no- fly zone rather than engaging in ground attack 
missions.83

 By contrast, the key contribution made by a NATO partner was not its 
support in the air, but on the ground, and this was conducted outside the 
NATO framework. This contribution was the unilateral deployment of 
Qatari Special Forces to train and equip the rebel forces based in both 
Benghazi and the Nafusa mountains. Not only did the Qataris provide 
basic training in Libya, but they also brought groups of Libyans to Qatar 
for small- unit leadership training. These Libyans were returned home 
prior to the rebel advance on Tripoli in August. By conducting this ‘denia-
ble’ operation to support the rebels on the ground, Qatar almost certainly 
made the most important military contribution by a NATO partner, 
despite the fact that this clandestine operation was run independently of 
NATO.84 Nevertheless, had Qatar not been integrated with the NATO 
operation in the first place, it would have been difficult for them to con-
tribute effectively on the ground.
 Since NATO was not officially taking sides, coordination with the rebels 
was limited. This not only raised the problem of ‘friendly fire’ incidents, but 
also reduced the actionable intelligence available. As the conflict wore on, 
means would be found to work more closely with the rebels, but at the start 
of the conflict, these relations were kept to a minimum. Actions taken on 
the ground in Libya in support of the rebels were conducted by individual 
states and kept separate from the NATO command structure to avoid com-
promising it. These actions included provision of logistical support, advisers, 
forward air controllers, as well as intelligence operatives, damage assessment 
analysts and other experts.85 Apart from providing advice and equipment, 
intelligence was collected and then passed through national intelligence 
channels, then to be fed into the NATO intelligence system. As NATO 
Military Chairman Admiral Giampaolo Di Paolo observed:
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any nation, not the Alliance, any nation has the right to take the deci-
sion which pertain to sovereign government. We are collecting intelli-
gence by allies. And the allies, they are providing to the Alliance the 
intelligence. . . . It’s up to that nation to provide us what kind of intelli-
gence they want to provide, and we are not questioning which sources 
is coming from.86

Providing this intelligence was crucial to ensure that the risk of friendly 
fire incidents was minimized and to improve coordination of air and 
ground manoeuvres (see Mohlin, Chapter 8 of this volume). Given that 
NATO was not officially providing air support to the rebels, it was prob-
lematic to be receiving targeting information from them directly. Hence, 
the indirect route through national intelligence chains allowed the 
Alliance to claim a ‘plausible deniability’. As General Bouchard noted:

Our actions were not coordinated with the NTC. It was not in my 
mandate, and our mandate remained the protection of civilians. . . . 
But in many ways, parallel to whatever NATO will be doing, nations 
have got their own rights to do certain actions that may not neces-
sarily be shared with the Alliance itself. And various nations will 
decide that; it’s their sovereign right to take certain decisions as they 
go in.87

While the details of activities on the ground in Libya are explored else-
where in this volume (see Mohlin, Chapter 8 and Sorensen, Chapter 6), 
the important point is the broader political significance of these activities. 
For those countries actively seeking the ouster of Gaddafi, the NATO 
mechanism was viewed as insufficient, due to the political objections of 
some of its members to being seen conducting a ‘regime change’. Con-
sequently, more sensitive operations were conducted at the national level 
alongside the Alliance operation. However, Libya was not the first time that 
both national and multinational operations have been conducted in the 
same battle space. The same approach was also taken in both Kosovo and 
Afghanistan, with the Libya case merely representing a continuation of 
this trend.88

Implications for the future

By mid- August 2011, the combination of air attacks and the increasing 
competence of the rebel forces finally broke the battlefield stalemate, and 
on 20 August the rebels pushed into Tripoli. Although Gaddafi escaped, 
and forces loyal to him continued to fight on, the fall of Tripoli foreshad-
owed Gaddafi’s eventual defeat. Though his forces continued fighting for 
an additional two months, on 20 October, Gaddafi was killed. On 31 
October, Operation Unified Protector was concluded.
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 Officially, NATO portrayed the operation as a ‘success’, and even as a 
‘model’. Yet the legacy of the Libya campaign suggests that in many 
respects NATO members were less than satisfied. At the same time NATO 
was militarily engaged in Libya, a similar crisis was ongoing in Syria, and 
would continue long after the end of Operation Unified Protector. Was 
NATO’s lack of involvement in Syria related in any way to the political 
problems that arose in Libya? Given the limited information available, the 
short answer to this question is that the political problems that arose in 
the Libya campaign probably did have a restraining influence on advoc-
ates for intervention in Syria, although there were many other factors dis-
tinguishing the two conflicts, such as the lack of a UN mandate, Syria’s 
possession of a more sophisticated air defence system, lack of confidence 
in the rebel forces, and so forth. Moreover, having just undertaken the 
Libya operation, there was also the problem of fatigue to consider. Addi-
tionally, it was generally recognized among Western politicians that the 
initial hubristic belief that the Libya conflict would not be a lengthy one, 
which probably contributed to NATO’s relatively quick decision to 
respond to this international crisis in March 2011, was clearly misin-
formed, and that when considering future interventions more cautious 
assessments of the likely conflict duration should serve as the starting 
assumption.
 While it is difficult to speculate on the extent to which the ‘Libya 
analogy’ will inform future NATO decision- making, it is much easier to 
derive at least several key political issues that are likely to constitute the 
analogy. One issue that has stood out quite prominently as a result of 
Libya, but also in conjunction with the Obama administration’s announce-
ment of an increasing strategic emphasis on Asia, is the questionable 
degree to which American military support will be forthcoming in future 
contingencies, particularly those that occur in Europe and around 
Europe’s periphery.89 Again, it must be stressed that any action the US 
takes in support of NATO will be based on the circumstances that apply to 
the specific case. Even so, for many European member states, Libya has 
firmly implanted the idea that the US could choose to play a supporting 
rather than supported military role.
 A second issue relates to both the good and bad aspects of the limited 
nature of the NATO mission. In many respects, the NATO mission was 
influenced by Afghanistan, especially the reluctance of both NATO gov-
ernments and their populations to place large military forces in Muslim 
countries for the purpose of ‘stabilization’. The lack of stability that has 
emerged in the ‘post- conflict’ period in Libya has also raised questions 
about the desirability of ‘regime change’ more generally.
 Third, the political and military support provided by some NATO states 
but not others highlighted the unpredictable nature of Alliance decision 
making. This was amply demonstrated by the reluctance of militarily 
important allies such as Turkey, Germany, Holland, Poland and Spain to 



34  J.H. Michaels

fully support the mission, whereas other countries such as Belgium, 
Denmark and Norway provided a disproportionately high level of support. 
The Libya case also contributed additional evidence of how reluctant 
NATO members could use the Alliance mechanism to shape the contours 
of a mission in exchange for providing their political support while not 
having to make actual military commitments.
 A fourth lesson Libya highlights, though the same could also be said of 
other missions such as Afghanistan, is that partnerships matter, not only 
for what they can do as part of an official mission, but what they can 
achieve unofficially in support of that mission. Finally, the conflict in Libya 
underscored the gap between official and unofficial political goals and 
military activities. Curiously, Operation Unified Protector was never evalu-
ated purely on its own merits, officially at least. In other words, NATO’s 
‘success’ is usually attributed to the ‘regime change’ that occurred in Libya 
rather than the more limited ‘defensive’ mission for which it received an 
official mandate. NATO members and partners that essentially worked as 
a Coalition under the auspices of the Alliance were able to transform the 
mission from a ‘defensive’ to an ‘offensive’ one, albeit with the ‘silent’ 
approval of reluctant members.

Conclusion

In the wake of Gaddafi’s fall from power, the narrative of NATO’s ‘success’ 
gradually became dominant. Quickly marginalized was any notion either 
that prior to Tripoli’s fall, support for the mission within NATO had been 
increasingly fading, or that through the whole course of the operation the 
Alliance had to deal with numerous internal political crises. In fact, NATO 
members were split on many fundamental issues, including the very 
purpose of the mission. At best, Libya provided a demonstration of a 
divided Alliance consisting of at least three distinct elements. The first 
element consisted of those members who were fully committed to waging 
an offensive war against Gaddafi’s regime. The second element included 
members who were partially committed, preferring instead to limit them-
selves to defensive actions only. Finally, there were those members who 
chose not to participate at all militarily but provided political support. The 
key point to note is that regardless of the military support provided, each 
NATO member provided a minimum level of political support to allow the 
mission to go ahead, and to sustain this support even as the nature of the 
original ‘defensive’ mission quickly morphed into an ‘offensive’ mission.
 Of course, there are other means of classifying the support of NATO 
members. For instance, there were those who gave their full support milit-
arily within the Alliance, but also chose to initiate actions on their own 
that would run parallel to the NATO mission, notably France, Britain and 
the US. The reason for this unilateral action was that some NATO member 
states felt constrained by the political limitations placed on the Alliance 
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mission, the most important of which was the relationship with the rebel 
forces. Officially, NATO was not taking sides in favour of the rebels and 
therefore went to great lengths to keep its distance. Instead, individual 
NATO members built up their relationships with the rebel forces, thereby 
technically bypassing the political limitations, yet at the same time were 
able to use these links to enable a rebel victory, which in turn meant a 
‘success’ for the Alliance. Had the rebels not received close air support, 
made possible in large measure by the presence of allied personnel on the 
ground, it is difficult to imagine the rebels being able to take Tripoli when 
they did. Indeed, had a battlefield stalemate continued indefinitely, NATO 
would likely have been forced either to escalate militarily or seek a negoti-
ated settlement. Therefore, when discussing NATO’s ‘success’ it is crucial 
to give due credit to the actions taken by individual Alliance members who 
sought to escape from the NATO political ‘straitjacket’ that limited their 
ties to the rebels.
 Arguably the most divisive issue affecting the Alliance was the politics of 
burden- sharing, particularly with regards to employing ground attack air-
craft for strike sorties. It was this issue that exposed important Transat-
lantic tensions, with the European powers seeking greater American 
involvement, whereas the Obama administration tried to obtain more 
commitment from its European allies. Curiously, it was this political con-
flict within NATO that at times may very well have superseded the actual 
military operations. Put another way, during the height of the fighting, 
and with Gaddafi’s forces still posing a major threat to the rebels, the 
Allies chose to prioritize their own differences over burden- sharing, and 
therefore did not provide the ground attack aircraft that could have 
allowed for more aggressive air operations. As this and many other exam-
ples that occurred during the Libya campaign highlight, it was the lack of 
political will, and not the lack of military means, that nearly plunged the 
Alliance into a ‘quagmire’. Despite the official narrative of ‘success’, the 
leaders of NATO member states are unlikely to want to repeat this 
‘success’ anytime soon.
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2 Why Libya?
Security Council Resolution 1973 
and the politics of justification

Kjell Engelbrekt

The raison d’être of the United Nations Security Council lies, one might 
argue, in trying to prevent its own demise, which effectively would abolish 
the world’s most authoritative forum for great power deliberations on 
matters of peace and security. As noted by an author of a recent introduc-
tion to the history of the Security Council, there has in over 60 years of its 
existence ‘never been a sustained clash between permanent council 
members’.1 In order to uphold this rather impressive record and the 
primary collective good – global order – associated with it, the council 
does not have to adopt any single binding resolution, let alone facilitate 
political or military intervention so as to thwart a particular scenario or 
redress a situation that has already come about.
 The legal standing of the Security Council is of course chiefly derived 
from the UN Charter agreed between the major great powers after the 
Second World War, an arrangement which paved the way for ‘council jur-
isprudence’ that consists of what today amount to more than 2,000 resolu-
tions with binding effect for all UN member states. That jurisprudence, 
Ian Hurd explains in a book devoted to legitimacy and power in the 
Security Council, has over time induced states to

behave as if they acknowledge the sovereignty of the Council, and 
their behavior is changed by their efforts to accommodate and exploit 
it in the pursuit of their interests. The Council’s presence changes the 
incentives in ways that states have not consented to and from which 
they cannot simply choose to free themselves.2

More broadly the legitimacy of the Security Council depends on a wider 
system of written and unwritten rules, including international law and the 
practices of diplomacy, many of which existed prior to the UN. As the UN 
Charter implicitly directed the council toward creating new international 
law, it also made it the chief custodian of a broad set of transnationally 
accepted rules that have evolved over several centuries, even though the 
precise scope of those powers remains a point of contestation.3 As one 
might expect, concern with its primary objective and with procedural 
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legitimacy induces the Security Council to handle both council jurispru-
dence and the wider institutional legacy prudently, an aspect which along 
with the veto mechanism generates caution and conservatism.
 Yet although many rules associated with peace and security are stable 
and deeply entrenched, for the sake of substantive legitimacy they cannot 
be immutable. In recent years a partial reinterpretation of the said rules 
and the Security Council’s obligations in relation to them has taken place 
by way of an enhanced focus on civilians in conflict situations, on the par-
ticular vulnerability of women and children in such contexts, associated 
with a conceptual recalibration from state to human security as well as a 
tendency to place greater emphasis on the responsibility of governments. 
A significant development in this partial reinterpretation was the adoption 
of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) concept by the UN General Assem-
bly in 2005, declaring that the international community carries a respons-
ibility to prevent and halt mass atrocity crimes perpetrated against 
civilians.
 And so, in early 2011, over the threat of widely anticipated massacres in 
northeastern Libya by the regime of Colonel Muammar Gaddafi, an 
opportunity to bring this partial reinterpretation in line with Security 
Council practice suddenly presented itself. In merely a matter of weeks the 
political principles associated with the R2P doctrine were conjoined with 
an anti- authoritarian wave of demonstrations sweeping across the Middle 
East, the foreign policy priorities of a new constellation of non- permanent 
members of the Security Council and a specific set of operational circum-
stances, to form what has been referred to as a ‘perfect storm’.4 For the 
first time since the Gulf War of 1991, a near- consensus on the need to 
intervene was formed and a coalition of willing member states committed 
to a military effort that would implement the resolution.
 In this chapter the critical components that made up this alleged 
‘perfect storm’ will be examined, in an attempt to provide a plausible 
response to the simple question posed in the first part of the title of this 
chapter. The analytical emphasis is on what can be referred to as ‘the pol-
itics of justification’, both in the sense of explicit and precise formulations 
used by Security Council members, and in terms of implicit motives that 
reasonably can be ascribed to the relevant actors who participated in the 
process. A full- fledged rationalistic explanation would say that the council 
in this case, like in many others, engaged in bargaining until it produced 
an agreement (a ‘focal solution’) with the status of a temporary ‘elite 
pact’.5 Below it will be argued that, besides the motives of individual 
council member states and constellations of interest among them, a 
heightened concern about the legitimacy of the Security Council and 
integrity of the process by which it takes decisions constituted a powerful 
additional influence on the narrative of justification.
 But if a ‘perfect storm’ descended on Libya, are there any lessons to be 
drawn with regard to the Security Council and the wider international 
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community? Well, if many of the contributing factors that shaped the deci-
sion making are indicative of future trends the case of Libya might in fact 
be more forward- looking than other instances. This chapter ends by sug-
gesting that the Libya intervention debate of 2011 could prove significant 
for the long- term sustainability of Security Council legitimacy, even though 
it temporarily may have set things back due to the partly unanticipated 
(on the part of some council members), and partly unintended, con-
sequences of adopting resolution 1973 which authorized the use of ‘all 
necessary measures’.6

 That being said, the overall assessment of any intervention is typically 
also influenced by the eventual fallout from the application of military 
force and its long- term repercussions. With Nicholas Wheeler, there is a 
case to be made for ultimately assessing interventions against the outcome 
that they produce.7 That is, if Libyan society does not revert into turmoil 
and civil war but prospers and establishes a reasonably well- functioning 
political system over the next few years, the likelihood that predominantly 
positive lessons are drawn from the military action taken on the basis of 
resolution 1973 is bound to increase.

The emerging norm of R2P

The speed at which the protection of civilians from mass atrocities took 
centre stage in the case of Libya in February 2011 seems to have surprised 
scholars and decision makers alike. United States Ambassador Susan Rice, 
at the centre of the early 2011 deliberations at the Security Council, at one 
point expressed what sounded like genuine surprise at the ‘swift, decisive 
and unanimous action on Libya’.8 The term ‘unanimity’ may or may not 
be a deliberate oversimplification on the ambassador’s part, given that five 
countries eventually abstained in the vote on 17 March. But although res-
olution 1973 contains no explicit mention of the Responsibility to Protect, 
hardly anybody disputes that the R2P norm constitutes the key doctrine 
behind the outcome.9 For the first time, the R2P norm was applied in 
practice, over a decade after its emergence in the political arena.
 In December 2001 the International Commission on Intervention and 
State Sovereignty (ICISS) released Responsibility to Protect, a report that 
sought to forge a sustainable compromise between countries that find 
humanitarian intervention an acceptable means to prevent or halt geno-
cide or mass atrocities on the one hand, and governments that strongly 
support state sovereignty and non- interference into domestic affairs on 
the other. Three years later, in December 2004, a High- Level Panel on 
new global security threats appointed by Secretary- General Annan 
expressly endorsed

the emerging norm that there is a collective international responsib-
ility to protect, exercisable by the Security Council authorising military 
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intervention as a last resort, in the event of genocide and other 
large- scale killing, ethnic cleansing or serious violations of inter-
national humanitarian law which sovereign Governments have proved 
powerless or unwilling to prevent.10

In slightly revised form the R2P norm was the centre- piece of a 2005 UN 
Summit Outcome Document, adopted in September 2005. This docu-
ment, which lends support to R2P as an emerging norm, can be said to 
include a moral and a political component. The moral component out-
lines the responsibility of the international community at large, through 
the UN, to help protect civilian populations to escape genocide, ethnic 
cleansing and crimes against humanity. The political component stresses 
that there is a responsibility to protect that may entail humanitarian inter-
vention by military means, inherent to the norm, although the latter does 
not amount to a duty. In turn, the option to use military means in order to 
realize this responsibility is connected to criteria that underscore the cen-
trality of the Security Council and Chapter VII of the UN Charter.11

 Whether the R2P norm should be regarded as one primarily originating 
with the UN- induced conceptual development in the past few years, or as an 
extension of the customary practice of humanitarian international law over 
several centuries is, justifiably, the subject of an intriguing academic debate.12 
It takes its point of departure in the conventional understanding of inter-
national law as originating from two sources, namely international treaties, 
ratified by signatory states, and customary law that arises through widespread 
state practice (recognized as such by prominent legal experts), including jus 
cogens (compelling legal norms that override lesser ones).
 When it comes to the protection of civilians in situations of military 
combat, it would appear that the entire spectrum of international law applies 
in some measure. Codification of the protection of civilians through inter-
national treaties occurred with the adoption of the Geneva Conventions of 
1949 (building on the treaties of 1864, 1906, 1929) and enforcement has 
been bolstered by the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in The Hague and 
– more recently – the International Criminal Court (ICC). Meanwhile, a 
general prohibition on mass atrocities perpetrated against non- combatants 
constitutes a well- entrenched principle in customary international law, asso-
ciated with military practice in most societies and, in turn, reinforced by 
modern- day codification.13 Finally, the non- targeting of civilians and vulner-
able groups (such as children and women) in situations of military combat 
has arguably at least some properties of a jus cogens principle.14

 But in the past ten to fifteen years a narrower notion has been elabor-
ated within the context of the UN, more loosely associated with conven-
tional sources of law. A couple of reports adopted by the Security Council 
in the late 1990s emphasized the importance of safeguarding the lives of 
civilians in the context of violent conflicts.15 In late 2000 then UN 
Secretary- General Kofi Annan helped initiate the conceptual basis for a 
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more ambitious development through the establishment of an ad hoc 
ICISS. Significant are also the renewed activities of regional organizations, 
most notably the European Union and, more recently, the African Union. 
Elements of the overall approach to protecting civilians have undoubtedly 
been influenced by the evolution of state practice and international law 
with regard to the conflicts in northern Iraq, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Rwanda, Kosovo, Liberia and Darfur. In his 2007 report on the protection 
of civilians in armed conflict Annan’s successor as Secretary- General, Ban 
Ki-Moon, referred to agreements on R2P as a ‘cardinal achievement’.16

 As could be expected, a number of legal difficulties arose from actually 
protecting civilians while implementing the resolution 1973 in relation to 
the military campaign in Libya. For instance, the question arose whether 
the heavy military action in which NATO countries became engaged was 
proportionate to the objective of protecting ‘civilians or civilian populated 
areas’, as outlined in the resolution.17 Considering this particular objective 
and the circumstance that the intervention was justified against the back-
drop of a longstanding debate on R2P, there is widespread agreement that 
an unusually high standard with regard to international humanitarian law 
ought to apply to the implementation of the resolution.18 Furthermore, as 
the number and intensity of attacks on civilians and civilian inhabited 
areas fell toward the end of NATO’s engagement in Libya, was it justifiable 
to sustain an evenly high level of military action?19

 Other important legal problems were related to what type of assistance 
rebel forces could be offered, given that a comprehensive arms embargo 
had been imposed through a preceding resolution (1970) and that the dis-
patching of ‘a foreign occupying force’ was expressly precluded in resolu-
tion 1973.20 Could Colonel Gaddafi be considered a legitimate target, in his 
capacity as the top military commander, implying that regime change had 
emerged as a direct objective although never mentioned by the Security 
Council? Finally, how do we assess the fact that resolution 1973, once 
adopted, became virtually irrevocable as a result of the fact that several 
council member states took an active part in the military campaign?
 At this point it has been established that the R2P norm served an 
important purpose in framing a narrative on the part of influential actors 
that favoured Security Council activism and, by extension, international 
intervention. In the remainder of this chapter, the focus is on the politics 
of justification of intervention itself and the shape that it took, leaving 
aside legal matters that did not impinge on the (sufficiently) complex 
process that led up to the adoption of resolution 1973.21

The Libyan crisis and council agenda- setting

As in most organizations the framing of problems and solutions is critical 
to the outcome of decision making at the UN Security Council. Yet only 
few issues make it beyond the initial hurdle – getting onto the formal 
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agenda. The agenda of the Security Council is filled up with a great 
number of issues that an influential constellation of political forces at 
some point have identified and raised in this high forum. Once an issue 
has entered the council agenda and become subject of one of the coun-
cil’s numerous sub- organs and procedures, the burden of proof is virtually 
reversed. From then on the Security Council will, as the technical phrase 
goes, be ‘seized of the matter’. As a result, a sufficiently influential polit-
ical constellation has to be formed around a justification to deliberately 
jettison the item.
 Not even the powerful permanent five member states can suppress 
formal consultations once an agenda item has been listed. A good illustra-
tion of this agenda- setting inertia are the recurring sessions devoted to 
Israel’s settlement policy, which in 2011 took place on 18 February, merely 
four days before the first meeting called to discuss the deteriorating situ-
ation in Libya. The United States, which then faced a draft resolution 
signed by seventy- nine sponsor countries and fourteen votes condemning 
Israel, had to resort to its veto power in order to save Tel Aviv from an 
embarrassing defeat. As it happens, the draft resolution condemning the 
settlement expansion of the Israeli state strongly leaned on the applic-
ability of the Geneva Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian 
Persons in Time of War (of 12 August 1949), with a quintessential human 
rights perspective pitted against state sovereignty, for its legal justification.
 But at the same time as criticism of Israel was being voiced in the 
council chamber dramatic events were unfolding in Libya with potentially 
more immediate and grave consequences for civilians at the mercy of a 
ruthless government. In fact, on the afternoon of the day that 79 UN 
member states introduced the anti- Israeli draft resolution that Washington 
decided to veto, the Security Council turned from item ‘Protection of 
Civilians’ to ‘The Middle East’ in February’s programme of work, as pre-
pared by Brazil as that month’s chair of the council. Since the format was 
that of ‘consultations’ no protocol or press conference exists to reflect 
what was said; but the escalating situation in Libya will undoubtedly have 
featured in the deliberations.
 As usual in council diplomacy, a regional euphemism heralded the new-
 found preoccupation with Libya. For 22 February 2011 a seemingly incon-
spicuous item (not anticipated in the forecast schedule) was subsequently 
inserted on the updated programme of work, entitled ‘Peace and Security 
in Africa’. At the end of two full sessions Brazil’s Ambassador Viotti, acting 
as Security Council president for February, issued a press statement con-
demning the use of violence against civilians and, on behalf of Security 
Council members, calling on the Libyan government ‘to meet its respons-
ibility to protect its population’.22 This was the very first time the phrase 
‘responsibility to protect’ was used in the context of the Libyan crisis, no 
doubt reflecting the proximity of the notion to ongoing council delibera-
tions. Although the text was not a formalized Presidential Statement 
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(PRST) with potential legal implications, it will only have been released 
after consultations and so represents a good indication of the council 
majority view.
 Three days later a second so- called ‘private meeting’ of the Security 
Council was devoted to ‘Peace and Security in Africa’, followed by formal 
consultations at which Secretary- General Ban Ki- Moon took the floor, 
along with the Permanent Representative of Libya. At this meeting Libya’s 
Ambassador Shalgham, in an unprecedented move, broke ranks with the 
Tripoli government and sharply criticized Colonel Gaddafi’s 22 February 
speech at which he had issued sweeping threats to kill all opponents to the 
regime. At the Security Council, Ambassador Shalgham ended his impas-
sionate address by referring to his earlier service as ambassador on the 
Security Council and by directly appealing for UN- mandated intervention 
on the behalf of the Libyan population:

Libya was established by the United Nations. Please, United Nations, 
save Libya. No to bloodshed. No to the killing of innocents. We want a 
swift, decisive and courageous resolution.23

As of 25 February, there is no doubt that the Libya uprising was on the 
agenda of the Security Council. It had in fact, in pushing aside a number 
of routine matters, within a few days climbed to the very top of that 
agenda. The following discussion will demonstrate the various interests at 
play; but it will also show that legitimacy concerns affected most actors 
within, and in close proximity to, the Security Council. Below I briefly deal 
with the interests and options of key constituencies, that is, constellations 
of political actors that in part competed, and in part collaborated, in 
framing the problem as well as the way forward. Although I do find the 
metaphor of a ‘perfect storm’ a fruitful one to describe the multitude of 
components that needed to be wedded together in order for resolution 
1973 to be take shape, I take issue with the image of a serendipitous deci-
sion making process that might be construed to follow from it.

Linking justification to constituency

Among the permanent five Security Council member states it was the 
United Kingdom and France which spearheaded the coalition of the 
willing, hinting that they were ready to authorize the use of military means 
and assume the daunting task of implementing resolutions. Already by the 
last week of February their position can be described as one of assertive 
interventionism. As the smallest member states among the ranking perma-
nent five in the Security Council, the UK and France tend to be quite 
active on humanitarian issues and relatively relaxed about protecting the 
principle of sovereignty. But a decision to take on a challenge of this 
magnitude is unusual, and should probably be interpreted against the 
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backdrop of domestic, intra- EU as well as intra- NATO political relations. 
In fact, not since the disastrous Suez crisis debacle in 1956 had Britain and 
France been prepared to accept a leading role in a military mission in the 
Middle East.
 Clearly, the leaders of France and the United Kingdom had important 
domestic reasons to demonstrate their skills in the field of foreign and 
security policy. French President Sarkozy was approaching the 2012 elec-
tion with slipping ratings, whereas British Prime Minister David Cameron 
was new to his office, each leader untested when it comes to presiding over 
a cabinet engaged in a military campaign. At the EU level actors had 
incentives to demonstrate the significance of the entry into force of the 
Lisbon Treaty, theoretically paving the way for an expanded role in world 
affairs, though by early 2011 with no major achievements in practice. 
Finally, there were the usual concerns about the vitality of the transatlantic 
relationship, which Washington in recent years has been trying to 
rebalance toward Europe in matters where the United States has no 
immediate stakes.
 Outside the Security Council assertive interventionism was promoted by 
a wide range of countries and influential non- government organizations 
and networks, namely the humanitarian, pro- R2P constituency. This con-
stituency was in a position to act in a variety of political arenas during the 
unfolding of the Libya crisis. The wider UN arena, with the General 
Assembly and the UN Human Rights Council as key institutions, consti-
tuted one battleground of ideas. On 25 February the UN’s Human Rights 
Council in Geneva held its first special, non- regular session ever, exclu-
sively devoted to the crisis in Libya. Almost fifty countries, some but not all 
members of the Human Rights Council, had called for the extraordinary 
session. The meeting ended in a recommendation that the UN General 
Assembly should promptly suspend Libya’s membership in the council. 
The General Assembly also did so, unanimously, on 1 March, and further 
adopted a strong statement sponsored by Lebanon.
 Within the humanitarian, pro- R2P constituency others lobbied diplo-
matic networks in the traditional, bilateral manner. Among the original sup-
porters of the R2P doctrine, Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd is 
reported to have acted behind the scenes throughout February–March 2011, 
writing letters and meeting with like- minded European leaders in order to 
promote the R2P agenda at this crucial turn of events.24 Rudd was well aware 
that Australia’s diplomats, albeit not on the Security Council at the time, had 
an advantage in terms of accumulated expertise and policymaking networks 
through which it could promote the notion of protecting civilians in conflict 
situations. In 1999–2001 Australia’s former foreign minister, Gareth Evans, 
had in fact co- chaired the ICISS and later helped maintain the country’s 
advocacy role on R2P in the non- government community.25

 With regard to the worsening situation in Libya at the end of February 
the stance of the United States can be described as that of moderate 



Why Libya?  49

interventionism. Whereas the original reaction of many Washington deci-
sion makers was to resist calls for direct US engagement, the rapidly deteri-
orating human rights situation and the potential geopolitical fallout 
prompted a gradual shift in their positions. By early March the White 
House was closely following developments on the ground and in the 
second week of March specific policy options were being prepared by the 
State Department, the Pentagon, the National Security Council and Pres-
ident Obama’s own staff.
 What pressure the United States may have brought to bear on other 
governments during the course of the Libya crisis is difficult to precisely 
ascertain. The diplomatic interaction with other EU states, beyond Britain 
and France as part of the informal Western ‘G3’ core at the Security 
Council, was apparently extensive, and soon extended into departments of 
defence. As mentioned above, the 10–11 March NATO meeting helped 
forge an understanding beyond these three main protagonists, with basic 
acceptance for the criteria- based approach advocated by Britain. That 
agreement among the transatlantic powers may in turn have helped tip 
the balance in favour of symbolically significant G8 endorsement adopted 
at the foreign ministers’ meeting in Paris on 15 March. Here Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton managed to sway her seven colleagues to sign onto a 
somewhat bland statement in favour of the rights of Libyans to strive for 
democracy and prosperity.26

 Militarily, of course, France, the UK and the wider coalition that assem-
bled to implement resolution 1973 all along knew that they had no choice 
but to rely on American resources, especially in launching a massive air 
campaign that would destroy the air defence system of the Libyan regime. 
But politically the United States came very close to ‘leading from behind’, 
a notion that experts close to the Obama administration had promoted in 
order not to bolster anti- American sentiments in places like the Middle 
East. The US Ambassador to the UN, Susan Rice, was uncharacteristically 
measured in most of her statements with regard to the deteriorating situ-
ation in Libya, leaving other countries to drive public debate. In the 
region proper, US officials were even more restrained, supporting the 
democratic impetus of the Arab Spring movement but avoiding the per-
ception that they actively sponsored it. If Washington was able to exert a 
calming effect on the Egyptian military during the turmoil in that country, 
it had of course no such leverage in Libya.
 The third critical constituency in this context was therefore made up of 
regional actors, and their representatives on the Security Council and in 
organizations such as the Arab League, the Gulf Cooperation Council and 
NATO proper. For the most part these countries represented ambivalent 
interventionism. The importance of the perception that a powerful impetus 
toward council activism came from regional political leaders whose views 
and arguments were channelled through the Gulf Cooperation Council, 
the Organization of Islamic States and the League of Arab States cannot 
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be overstated. This was, as already indicated, a sine qua non condition for 
several Western powers. The dire need for strong regional support was 
inextricably related to the issue of legitimacy, in that actions mandated by 
Security Council need to be perceived as procedurally and substantively 
fair, and that this especially applies to regions where international institu-
tions are frequently regarded as instruments of Western great powers.
 It may also have been significant that the idea of establishing a no- fly 
zone was first mentioned publicly by Libya’s own Deputy Permanent rep-
resentative to the UN, Ibrahim Dabbashi, at a news conference at the UN 
Headquarters in New York on 1 March.27 Less than a week later, the Gulf 
Cooperation Council echoed this proposal. More broadly, the Organiza-
tion of Islamic States – gathering 57 countries – was unanimous in its 
appeal to the regime of Gaddafi to cease all violent acts directed at the 
Libyan population.
 The underlying ambivalence of many regional governments, however, 
did not always shine through the news reports. Out of the 21 attending 
member states at the 12 March meeting of the League of Arab States at 
least three had serious reservations against a statement directly urging the 
Security Council to set up a no- fly zone over Libya in order to protect its 
citizens. While reports are partially conflicting on details of that meeting, 
it appears that Syria, Mauretania and Algeria eventually dropped their 
open opposition against the statement. Once the air attacks were launched 
a week later, mutual recriminations among Arab League states came to the 
fore. Although wary of the consequences of not helping to thwart a mass 
massacre against fellow Arabs, most members of the league presumably 
opposed providing Western powers with a mandate to oust Gaddafi by 
military means.
 Meanwhile, at a corresponding meeting at the EU level, foreign minis-
ters decided not to enlist in the British and French diplomatic effort to 
pursue a resolution authorizing a no- fly zone.28 Obviously, not even NATO 
endorsement was universal. As would transpire in the weeks to come, 
Germany was deeply uncomfortable about supporting renewed Western 
intervention in North Africa and the Middle East, though not as vehe-
mently as under the Social Democratic government that opposed the inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003. So Berlin eventually decided it would not block its 
NATO partners from trying to avert what everyone agreed was a major 
humanitarian disaster in the making, primarily caused by the brutality of 
the Libyan regime.
 Brazil and India, serving on the Security Council for two- year mandates, 
were facing a similar dilemma vis- à-vis domestic opinion and the inter-
national community at large. They were keen to demonstrate a steadfast 
and principled foreign policy toward people at home, which included 
avoiding the impression of subservience to Western powers. They also 
needed to consider the views of the wider humanitarian community while 
not alienating any of the permanent Security Council members, especially 
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as both Brazil and India have long been vying for permanent seats if, and 
when, the council is expanded to major emerging powers.
 More surprisingly, China should be counted to the group of ambivalent 
interventionists. As a permanent member of the Security Council, China 
has ever since joining the body defended sovereignty and non- 
interventionism as core principles of universally applicable international 
law, and especially vigorously in its own vicinity. At the same time Beijing 
has at times demonstrated flexibility and an acceptance of the notion that 
the handling of challenges to peace and security may be ‘delegated’ to 
authoritative transnational bodies in the regions concerned, when there is 
widespread agreement on a course of action.29 For that reason the appeals 
of the Arab League, the Gulf Cooperation Council and the Islamic 
Conference Organization could not be easily ignored by Chinese 
policymakers.
 Finally, there were a few actors whose interests and policy options led 
them to the stance of reluctant interventionism. First and foremost there was 
the Russian Federation, with the potential to block a resolution from 
within the five permanent members’ group (P5). Judging from official 
statements by Russian diplomats and government officials, until mid- 
March Russia never seriously contemplated lending support for a no- fly 
zone, let alone a resolution that would authorize a more extensive type of 
military intervention. Indeed, Russia is a straightforward player in the 
sense that it quite consistently upholds state sovereignty and non- 
intervention. But ever since the end of the Cold War Moscow has mani-
fested discomfort at the prospect of standing alone on a major dispute in 
the council.
 Also in the reluctant interventionist category, though just having left 
the council as a non- permanent member, Turkey found itself caught in a 
dilemma between solidarity with leading military allies and anti- Western 
sentiments at home and in the region overall. Given that Ankara had a 
formal opportunity to veto NATO action at the political level, the pros-
pects of Turkey wreaking havoc in an operation already underway was a 
concern to the French political leadership as soon as the NATO option 
surfaced in the G3 constellation. Not unlike Russia, Turkey was tempor-
arily persuaded by the US and others to hold back its criticism and avoid 
interfering in the political process.

Resolution 1970: the Security Council imposes sanctions

It is easy to see how the two latter constituencies (the ambivalent and the 
reluctant categories) were unable to agree to an approach that would fully 
satisfy the two former (the assertive and the moderate). But at the early, 
intense stages of the crisis a compromise formula emerged that consisted 
of several elements. On 26 February the Security Council was able to unan-
imously pass resolution 1970. The resolution text began by demanding ‘an 
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immediate end to the violence and calls for steps to fulfill the legitimate 
demands of the population’, followed by an appeal to the Libyan author-
ities to act with the utmost restraint, ensure the safety of foreign nationals 
and their assets, extend safe passage of humanitarian and medical sup-
plies, and lift restrictions on all forms of media.
 The second part of resolution 1970 enacted four concrete measures. 
The first measure was a general referral of the matter to the International 
Criminal Court, whose prosecutor is authorized to monitor the situation 
in Libya with a view of launching investigations or prosecutions. The 
second concrete measure was a comprehensive arms embargo which 
beyond sale and delivery of weapons also precluded ‘technical assistance, 
training, financial or other assistance, related to military activities’. In 
order to monitor the embargo, the resolution provided for inspection of 
all cargo destined for or originating in Libyan sea- or airports ‘if the State 
concerned has information that provides reasonable grounds to believe 
the cargo contains items the supply, sale, transfer, or export of which is 
prohibited by paragraphs 9 or 10 of this resolution’ (and thus elaborated 
the details of the travel ban).
 The third and fourth concrete measures consisted of a travel ban and 
an asset freeze for Gadaffi, his closest family members and associates, and 
a wider category of top government officials. Given the already accumu-
lated expertise and experience among Security Council staff in applying 
targeted sanctions against high- value terrorism suspects, such measures 
are expected to go some way toward limiting the freedom for maneuver of 
high- value target individuals. At the same time, in this case the G3 country 
intelligence services probably volunteered to provide details in order for a 
particularly sharp sanctions regime to be put in place.
 Except for the mere speed at which resolution 1970 had been passed, 
the concrete measures had other noteworthy features that helped satisfy 
assertive, moderate, as well as ambivalent and reluctant interventionists. 
Many in the pro- human rights and pro- R2P communities especially appre-
ciated the referral to the International Criminal Court (ICC), endorsed by 
the P5 great powers including the previously aloof United States, as a pos-
itive move that over time may strengthen international humanitarian law. 
With regard to the arms embargo, moreover, the sanctions committee was 
authorized to monitor the situation and to decide on exemptions from the 
rather comprehensive regime. The latter helped convince some govern-
ments that fairness and due process would be respected by the sponsor 
states, and that the economic interests of (and potential damages to) 
third- party countries were minimized.

Mid- March: the tipping point

As the French and the British governments had anticipated, the adoption 
of a unanimous resolution by the Security Council had no demonstrable 
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effect on the escalating conflict and humanitarian situation in Libya in the 
week that followed. But by now public awareness of the increasingly dire 
situation spread via international media, and decision makers throughout 
the Middle East and the world at large were highly sensitized. As noted 
above, on 1 March the UN General Assembly voted to suspend Libya’s 
membership in the Human Rights Council (HRC), based on the rapidly 
worsening human rights situation in the country.
 North American and European governments were already deliberating 
in various political arenas, starting up wider consultations with political 
partners in the next couple of days. Crucially, a meeting of NATO defence 
ministers on 10 and 11 March paved the way for NATO involvement. At 
the meeting the British government outlined three conditions for NATO 
engagement, namely a demonstrable need for military action, a sound 
legal basis and strong regional support for outside intervention. In sum-
marizing the results of the meeting, NATO Secretary- General Anders Fogh 
Rasmussen more succinctly told a news conference that the alliance was 
prepared to assume an operational role provided that ‘a clear political and 
legal mandate’ was forthcoming from the international community.
 Between the adoption of resolutions 1970 and 1973 on 26 February and 
17 March, respectively, convergence grew around a specific solution to the 
most acute threat to Libya’s civilian population, namely a broadly man-
dated no- fly zone. As noted above, the idea of a no- fly zone was first 
floated by a top- level official appointed by the Libyan regime, Deputy Per-
manent Representative Dabasshi, at a UN news conference in late 
February. It was subsequently picked up by British Prime Minster David 
Cameron and the Gulf Cooperation Council. In a statement released on 3 
March the Gulf Cooperation Council expressly urged the UN Security 
Council to set up a no- fly zone over Libya. While still not won over by the 
assertive European duo, the White House could now witness how two of 
the three conditions listed at the NATO meeting were close to being 
fulfilled.
 Due to the authority of the institution in the regional setting, the 12 
March endorsement of a no- fly zone by the League of Arab States was par-
ticularly consequential.30 Whatever sentiments were voiced at the meeting, 
a signal of unity was sent that significantly helped tip the scales toward 
council activism. Three days later the G8 foreign ministers held a meeting 
in Paris and ended up calling on the Libyan leader to ‘respect the legiti-
mate claim of the Libyan people to fundamental rights, freedom of expres-
sion, and a representative form of government’. In making all eight great 
powers sign a statement that endorsed the political aspirations of the 
Libyan people, London, Paris and Washington had now accomplished that 
Beijing and Moscow appeared to be siding with the protesters against 
Gadaffi’s regime.
 On the eve of the Security Council meeting on 17 March a considerable 
number of essential prerequisites for a pro- active decision were thus in 
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place. The Libya crisis was at the top of the council agenda, and the 
previous resolution (1970) had proved ineffective in halting the regime’s 
assault on the citizens of Libya. The G8 foreign ministers had according to 
news reports been weighing the options only a few days in advance, nar-
rowing them down to a framework that would involve a no- fly zone. It was 
now a matter of providing the military with a mandate that would ensure 
effective action. For the Security Council meeting, the French foreign 
minister Alain Juppé had arrived in New York to make the case of the G3, 
in fact representing the only official of his rank in the room and thereby 
re- emphasizing French political leadership.
 At this point the objective of the French and the British was probably 
not to get each Security Council member state to sign off on the no- fly 
zone, but to blunt the opposition against such a move. The G3 powers 
needed to convince the rest of the council to accept their framing of the 
problem at hand, including the necessity to act promptly or face a human-
itarian disaster that might for many years tarnish the legitimacy of the 
council. Juppé and the G3 diplomats further needed to persuade council 
members that military intervention would not exacerbate the problem or 
create more resentment in the region, that is, that it might undo the legiti-
macy gained by decisive action. Ultimately, London and Paris also had to 
show that they were prepared to take the lead in implementing the resolu-
tion, with the United States backing up the effort.
 The major ingredients for an agreement were now at hand, but a draft 
resolution still required careful wording in order to be acceptable to all 
four constituencies. And then there was the broader issue of action that 
conformed to the spirit and the letter of international law, and human-
itarian purposes that the former should ultimately serve. The R2P doc-
trine, which was universally accepted in 2005, therefore came to form the 
core first element of the draft resolution in order for all sides to either get 
onboard, or at least consider ‘constructive abstention’. The second key 
element was the express ban on a ‘foreign occupying force’ that, for the 
very first time, was inserted into the central passage. A third critical 
element was the fifth paragraph, emphasizing the role of the League of 
Arab States and requesting it to cooperate with other council members in 
implementing the resolution.
 If the first element successfully catered to the sensibilities of the human-
itarian law and R2P constituency, the second addressed the worst fears of 
regional actors and countries that consistently protect the principles of 
state sovereignty and non- intervention. With a formalized prohibition 
against the dispatching of ground troops, the ‘neo- colonialist’ route would 
appear to have been blocked. The third element similarly helped per-
suade regional actors that they could have a say in how the resolution was 
put into practice, but had an additional purpose, namely to gain a sympa-
thetic hearing from China, in its capacity as sponsor of regional security 
organizations.
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 The latter was important not only because China is a permanent veto 
member of the council and could block the decision, but because Beijing 
held the presidency of the council for March. So Chinese diplomats and 
senior government officials organized and, when necessary, updated the 
council agenda as well as possessed a trump card – its veto – that could 
easily undo all efforts by the G3 powers. Over the years, however, an 
informal practice has evolved that says that the country in charge of the 
council presidency should do its utmost to avoid using its chairmanship to 
influence the proceedings to its own advantage. The circumstance that the 
government of a country holding the presidency will want to be perceived 
as doing so in a fair and nonpartisan way, may marginally have favoured 
the pro- interventionists in this case.
 With China sympathetic to some aspects of the proposed resolution 
and prominent Muslim and Arab states favouring council activism, ‘con-
structive abstention’ also looked like the least non- attractive option for 
the three attending frontrunners for permanent membership in the 
Security Council. Brazil and Germany were unwilling to directly oppose 
measures that might halt mass atrocities of civilians in eastern Libya, as 
much news reporting and intelligence suggested were in the cards over 
the next few weeks. As also India came to the same conclusion, Russia 
found itself virtually isolated in its opposition against the creation of a 
no- fly zone. While comfortable in a minority view, Moscow did not enjoy 
the prospect of becoming the sole outlier in the council. Were a major 
massacre to occur in the city of Benghazi, as many anticipated, the 
Russian leadership would have to take the brunt of what would have 
been universal criticism from governments and international civil society 
alike. Grudgingly, it appears, Moscow eventually bowed to the consider-
able pressure.

Resolution 1973 and its interpretations

Resolution 1973 was adopted on 17 March 2011. It mandated the use of 
force through the phrase ‘all necessary measures’ in order to achieve the 
objective of protecting civilians in Libya, although it explicitly prohibited 
the use of ground forces in doing so. Acting under Chapter VII of the UN 
Charter, the Security Council for the first time since its inception in the 
mid- 1940s expressly endorsed the use of force for the primary purpose of 
protecting the civilian population of an individual country, an objective 
grounded in the Geneva Conventions as well as in the R2P doctrine 
aiming to thwart mass atrocities.

Authorizes Member States that have notified the Secretary- General, 
acting nationally or through regional organizations or arrangements, 
and acting in cooperation with the Secretary- General, to take all 
necessary measures, notwithstanding paragraph 9 of resolution 1970 
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(2011), to protect civilians and civilian populated areas under threat 
of attack in the Libyan Arab Jamahiriya, including Benghazi, while 
excluding a foreign occupation force of any form on any part of 
Libyan territory.31

The following paragraph, highlighting the importance of consultations 
with the Arab League on regional issues related to peace and security, was 
seemingly critical to allow for the passing of the resolution, for reasons 
explained above. A source of subsequent disappointment, however, was 
that the Arab League and other regional organizations played virtually no 
role once the resolution had been adopted and military operations set in 
motion.

Recognizes the important role of the League of Arab States in matters 
relating to the maintenance of international peace and security in the 
region, and bearing in mind Chapter VIII of the Charter of the United 
Nations, requests the Member States of the League of Arab States to 
cooperate with other Member States in the implementation of para-
graph 4.32

The portions of the resolution which authorize the setting up of a no- fly 
zone were directly linked to the purpose of protecting civilians, a feature 
appreciated by the R2P constituency that is as keen on the means being 
used to achieve this being effective as it is on insisting that they are pro-
portionate to the humanitarian objective. In reiterating the overarching 
purpose when outlining the conditions for establishing and enforcing the 
no- fly zone, the risk of overreach would appear to have been restricted:

Decides to establish a ban on all flights in the airspace of the Libyan 
Arab Jamahiriya in order to help protect civilians.33

A second paragraph regulating the flight ban at a superficial reading 
appeared to say, as was just mentioned, that the Arab League would have a 
continued role in the implementation of the no- fly zone. On closer 
scrutiny, however, the more consequential aspect turned out to be that 
UN member states were authorized to act ‘nationally or through regional 
organizations or arrangements’. The latter clearly opened the door either 
for a coalition of the willing, or for the transatlantic alliance, to assume 
responsibility for implementing the no- fly zone.

Authorizes Member States that have notified the Secretary- General 
and the Secretary- General of the League of Arab States, acting nation-
ally or through regional organizations or arrangements, to take all 
necessary measures to enforce compliance with the ban on flights 
imposed by paragraph 6 above.34
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Even after specifying the use of force in several such respects, many gov-
ernments and diplomats at the UN no doubt realized the potential for 
alternative interpretations that lay in the text. As demonstrated in the res-
ervations expressed after taking the vote on 17 March, the permanent rep-
resentatives of China and Russia were far from naïve. After listing several 
reservations regarding a draft that extended beyond the Arab League 
appeal and left questions about the situation in Libya and the use of force 
unanswered, Ambassador Churkin declared that Russia abstained from the 
vote due to a commitment to the protection of Libya’s civilian population 
and with reference to ‘common humanitarian values that we share with 
both the sponsors [of the resolution] and other Council members’. For its 
part, China stated that it had ‘serious difficulty with parts of the resolu-
tion’ yet ‘attaches great importance to the relevant position by the 
22-member Arab League on the establishment of a no- fly zone over Libya’, 
and therefore similarly abstained from voting.
 India, Brazil and Germany voiced lesser concerns, largely linked to 
unanticipated and unintended consequences of military action. It was 
nonetheless clear that all three struggled with weighing those concerns 
against thwarting what might have become a major humanitarian disaster 
in North Africa. At the same time, other council members appeared to 
take comfort in the fact that this was the first ever resolution that author-
ized the use of ‘all necessary measures’ for the purpose of protecting civil-
ians and civilian inhabited areas.35 And the broad, robust mandate 
signified to some that the UN was less likely to be ineffective in, or made 
hostage to, an escalating military situation. In Bosnia and Herzegovina in 
the early 1990s, many could recall, no- fly zones had been established with 
a much weaker mandate, allowing military and paramilitary forces to carry 
out massacres despite the presence of UN troops.
 At the point of its adoption, however, a number of legal difficulties were 
still unknown. For instance, controversy later arose over the ‘necessity’ 
requirement in the core passages of the resolution (‘all necessary meas-
ures’) from the way in which the resolution was applied. A narrow inter-
pretation would place strict constraints on military action with regard to 
the concept of necessity, especially since the stated objective of the council 
resolution was one of protecting civilians along the lines of international 
humanitarian law. A wide interpretation could produce the reverse con-
clusion, citing the escalating violence that originated within the regime 
itself as justification for unleashing a broad range of measures designed to 
suppress further violence against civilians and civilian populated areas, as 
well as to prevent future violence by downgrading the means by which the 
regime would be in a position to launch attacks with such consequences.36

 Hardly surprisingly, the politics of justification proceeded far beyond 
council deliberations and even the duration of the NATO- led military 
operation. By 2012–2013 the views on how the status of the R2P norm 
had been affected by the adoption of resolution 1973 and its application 
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in Libya differed across a wide range, reflecting the contested nature of 
the original debate and the struggle over the legacy of Security Council 
action in February and March 2011. Ramesh Thakur, a key author of the 
ICISS report in his capacity as UN Assistant Secretary- General and pro-
fessor of international relations at the Australian National University, 
favourably cited resolution 1973 as ‘a triumph’ for Libya’s citizen soldiers 
as well as for R2P.37 Others, by contrast, appear convinced that the Libya 
intervention demonstrated that R2P is an inherently flawed notion,38 
whereas a third category of commentators maintain that it can only prove 
viable over time and if it overcomes various challenges associated with 
implementation.39

Conclusion

The pivotal role of the permanent five member states in the Security 
Council is probably the most widely known conventional wisdom 
regarding that institution, and reasons for awarding veto power to those 
particular great powers have been explored at length by policymakers 
and scholars. As was mentioned at the outset, few doubt that the raison 
d’être of the UN Security Council continues to reside in its être, that is, its 
mere existence as the most authoritative forum for great power delibera-
tions on peace and security. Indeed, since its inception in the UN Charter 
in the aftermath of the Second World War the UN Security Council has 
faced most challenges to world peace and security by either passing a res-
olution that urges the parties to a conflict to show restraint but without 
taking concrete action itself, or by failing to add it to the Security Council 
agenda in the first place.
 Yet it is clear that the potency of an institution such as the UN Security 
Council, which in one sense therefore mainly ‘exists to exist’, becomes 
more difficult to sustain when its significance rarely is put to the test, even 
when the discrepancy between words and deeds is glaring. The council’s 
overall legitimacy comes from respecting procedures and living up to its 
primary objective but also from producing tangible results, at least when 
the immediate interests of the permanent five are not directly jeopardized. 
Also member states that have little interest in supporting a majority view 
regarding a particular course of action are therefore under pressure to 
contribute – at least from time to time – to the pursuit of secondary, more 
specific, collective goods so as to keep the institution relevant. While the 
Security Council first of all seeks to live up to its primary role pertaining to 
matters of peace and security, it cannot ignore values such as justice, 
equity and representativeness.
 The ‘perfect storm’ that brought together a wide set of circumstances 
conducive to an intervention designed to protect civilians in early 2011 
projected a slightly more activist future trajectory for the Security Council, 
but politically it appears to have got ahead of itself. In a period when the 
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council has become increasingly questioned for its limited representative-
ness, efficacy and implementation weaknesses, as well as for its selective 
approach to dealing with specific issues related to peace and security, the 
permanent five member states are acutely aware that they need to be 
receptive to the arguments and sentiments of other countries, including 
the pro- humanitarian constituency that forms a large portion of the 
broader UN community. The council relies heavily on this constituency to 
help provide critical resources to UN operations as well as on countries 
that take seriously their contributions as non- permanent member states, 
and as such partake directly in the council’s deliberations.
 Meanwhile, the outcome of the Security Council’s decision to act 
decisively during the 2011 Libya crisis is a mixed one on several levels, 
when assessed in the aftermath of a military intervention that lasted for 
five months. Mass atrocities in the city of Bengazi were prevented, as well 
as in other cities where rebel fighters resisted the crackdown of the 
regime. But some 30,000 Libyans perished in the military struggle that 
accompanied the intervention and in the harsh humanitarian situation 
that ensued.
 In some preliminary evaluations, furthermore, the ‘regional collateral 
damage’ was not at all taken into consideration. Many today agree that the 
situation in neighboring Mali, for instance, would probably not have 
become so precarious in 2012–2013, had not the Libyan regime collapsed 
and a variety of weapons gone astray, together with the returning mercen-
ary soldiers that Gaddafi previously had employed.
 Then, of course, once outright military combat between the Gaddafi 
regime and rebel forces had been unleashed, a protracted civil war was 
quite likely to have caused an even higher level of casualties in Libya 
proper. The Libyan state within its present borders might have been dis-
membered, given the renewed tensions between the eastern and western 
parts of the country, plus those between the north and the south. In fact, 
Libya might have been facing a very prolonged civil war also if NATO’s 
Unified Protector operation had been put under too restrictive rules of 
engagement. In many ways, proponents of the Libya intervention insist, 
the situation might have been akin to that disastrous stalemate which 
2011–2013 evolved in Syria.
 But then, what about the Security Council and its primary mandate to 
ensure peace and security in the world? Has the humanitarian legal 
agenda been advanced or reversed as a result? It is clear that one- third 
of the Security Council decided not to endorse resolution 1973. More-
over, not a single one of the so- called four BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India 
and China) countries – two of which are permanent members of the 
Security Council and the other two acknowledged front- runners for a 
permanent seat there – voted in its favour. On the other hand, one 
might suspect that the political leaders of Brazil, India as well as 
Germany, which held rotating seats in 2011–2012, were wary of 
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antagonizing either of the permanent five member states on one of the 
most consequential decisions taken in recent years, so as not to create 
resentment on either side of the dispute. At least two or three of the 
non- permanent council member states, in other words, may have 
abstained in part so as to create more political space for others to join 
that ‘ambivalent/reluctant yet constructive’ position which made the 
resolution possible.
 In that respect it could be pointed out that China and Russia, in not 
opposing the resolution, acted precisely in the spirit of the ICISS which 
gave rise to the R2P norm in its original shape. The ICISS had namely 
urged the Security Council, and its permanent member states in par-
ticular, to practice ‘constructive abstention’ more frequently. In allowing 
for the resolution to go ahead despite various reservations, the two great 
powers most closely affiliated with the pro- sovereignty, non- interventionist 
view on the Security Council indicated an unusual degree of flexibility 
when it comes to dealing with a specific humanitarian contingency. If the 
right lessons are drawn from the experience of implementing resolution 
1973, that readiness to assess a set of unique features of a given situation 
combined with an evolving set of generic criteria for unleashing ‘all neces-
sary measures’ just might, over the long term, help bolster the human-
itarian dimension of international law and at the same time enhance the 
legitimacy of the Security Council and the global security regime of which 
it remains the linchpin.
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3 A legal view on NATO’s 
campaign in Libya

Fredrik A. Holst and Martin D. Fink1

Introduction

Late at night, on 17 March 2011, a statement was released from the United 
Nations (UN) in New York that ran as follows:

Demanding an immediate ceasefire in Libya, including an end to the 
current attacks against civilians, which it said might constitute ‘crimes 
against humanity’, the Security Council this evening imposed a ban 
on all flights in the country’s airspace – a no- fly zone – and tightened 
sanctions on the Qadhafi [sic] regime and its supporters.
 Adopting resolution 1973 (2011) by a vote of 10 in favour to none 
against, with 5 abstentions (Brazil, China, Germany, India, Russian 
Federation), the Council authorized Member States, acting nationally 
or through regional organizations or arrangements, to take all neces-
sary measures to protect civilians under threat of attack in the country, 
including Benghazi, while excluding a foreign occupation force of any 
form on any part of Libyan territory – requesting them to immediately 
inform the Secretary- General of such measures.2

The statement accompanied the adoption of UN Security Council Resolu-
tion (SC Res.) 1973 that authorized the use of armed force in Libya. The 
Security Council’s (UNSC) decision resulted in two multinational military 
operations. The first generally became known as Operation Odyssey Dawn 
(OOD) and was launched by a coalition of states only a day after Resolu-
tion 1973 was adopted. About a week later, a second multinational opera-
tion was launched that superseded OOD; the NATO- led force Operation 
Unified Protector (OUP).3

 This chapter aims at highlighting some legal aspects of NATO’s military 
engagement in Libya. The legal aspects can be considered from several 
different strands of which three, indeed intertwined, have caught par-
ticular interest of the authors. One concerns the questions that have arisen 
on the scope of the authority of the UNSC. The Council’s actions with 
regard to Libya spurred the debate among scholars on the notion of the 
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responsibility to protect (R2P) as a legal ground to deploy an armed force 
to stop human rights violations.4 This strand will only be briefly touched 
upon in this chapter. The second strand considers the interpretation of 
the mandate in the resolution itself. Did for instance the SC Res. 1973 ulti-
mately authorize regime change in Libya or did it not? As a third strand, 
one can mention the legal aspects from a more operational perspective. 
This strand focuses on the translation of the mandate into military activ-
ities. How was the language of the resolution used to conduct the military 
campaign?
 Two aspects or core questions must be addressed when analysing the 
Libya campaign from these last two strands. First, what was the legal basis 
for the use of force in Libya and what are the general questions that could 
be raised regarding resorting to use of force by the military (ius ad bellum)? 
We take on this aspect by analysing how SC Res. 1973 – with the UN 
mandate – was interpreted, in light of the notions humanitarian interven-
tion and responsibility to protect. Second, what laws were referred to and 
how were they implemented? This emanates from what general questions 
could be raised about the laws of armed conflict (ius in bello) as applicable 
to military operations. For OUP this is done by analysing how the resolu-
tions and the international humanitarian law were interpreted at the 
operational level.
 The next section will briefly introduce the framework of the inter-
national law applicable to military operations. Section 3 will deal with this 
chapter’s main focus – the third strand – and consider how NATO inter-
preted the legal framework and conducted its military campaign, includ-
ing the less known operations at sea. The chapter will end with conclusions 
and some thoughts for the future (section 4). An overview of the legal 
aspects is given in Figure 3.1.

The legal framework

Traditionally, international law is divided into two major areas of law: the 
law of peace and the law of war – both of which have relevance to our 
understanding of the legal dilemmas that NATO faced during the Libya 
campaign.
 The law of peace is rather extensive and comprises, for instance, of the 
law of diplomatic relations, the law of the sea and international human 
rights law (IHRL), which also continues to apply during armed conflict 
(although derogations could be made in reference to IHRL). Within the 
area of law of peace the ‘sub- area’ of the law of conflict prevention can be 
found. Governmental organizations that have a purpose to mitigate ten-
sions between states have their origin in this legal realm. The most obvious 
is the United Nations with its Charter. Within its overall aim of maintain-
ing, and preventing breaches of, international peace and security,5 the UN 
Charter for instance regulates an important part of the conditions on the 
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use of force in international relations. In public international law this is 
known as constituting an essential part of the ius ad bellum.
 The laws of war (ius in bello), often called Laws of Armed Conflict 
(LOAC) or International Humanitarian Law (IHL, which also used hence-
forth),6 are one of the most important legal regimes during armed conflict 
and occupation. In order to ensure protection of civilians and to regulate 
the warfare during armed conflict, the application of IHL should not be 
influenced by ius ad bellum, in the sense that the rules in armed conflict 
apply without taking into account the reasons behind the conflict and 
whether those reasons were, or were not, legitimate. A conflict that pos-
sibly was started on illegal grounds does not therefore exclude the applica-
tion of IHL, by any party. However, a mandate that embodies the notion 
of R2P, in fact, may influence the manner in which the principles of IHL, 
such as proportionality and military necessity, are interpreted.7

 In short, IHL covers the conduct of operations (means and methods), 
and what protection combatants and non- combatants enjoy under certain 
circumstances. In addition to IHL and rules on belligerent occupation ius 
in bello also includes rules on neutrality. Other areas of international law 
may remain applicable throughout the conflict. Most notably, and for the 
purposes of this chapter, the law of the sea and international human rights 
law (IHRL) remains applicable during conflict and must be taken into 
account whilst conducting military operations.8

Legal aspects of NATO-OUP

Areas of law Possible strands Core questions

Legal basis for
use of force

in Libya?

What laws and
how applied

in OUP?

Authority
of UNSC

Interpretation
of Mandate

Operational
perspectives

Law of peace

Ius ad
Bellum

lus in
Bello

Figure 3.1 Overview of the legal aspects.
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 IHRL, generally no longer to be seen as peace- time area of law only, 
plays an important role particularly where an intervening state conducting 
military operations outside its own territory assumes what is known as 
‘effective control’ over an area. The European Court of Human Rights 
(ECtHR) has not addressed the situation in Libya. By analogy the current 
views of the court on the issue however suggest that NATO did not have 
sufficient effective control over Libya to bring it within the jurisdiction of 
OUP states thus triggering the extra- territorial application of IHRL, because 
NATO did not have any actual presence on the ground.9 Notwithstanding 
its relevance in the overall sense this is the primary reason why IHRL will 
stay outside the scope of this chapter.

Ius ad bellum

In international law the prohibition on the use of force is well grounded 
in both treaty law and international customary law, and even considered a 
peremptory norm (so- called ius cogens).10 After the Second World War, a 
prohibition on the use of force was adopted in article 2(4) of the UN 
Charter. This article must be read in conjunction with the other funda-
mental rules in article 2 of the Charter, such as the responsibility for states 
to settle their international disputes peacefully, and the obligation for the 
UN not to intervene in domestic matters. Article 2(4) reads:

All Members shall refrain in their international relations from the 
threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or political inde-
pendence of any state, or in any other manner inconsistent with the 
Purposes of the United Nations.

The Charter also includes two exceptions to the prohibition on the use of 
force. First, according to article 51 of the UN Charter, nothing limits the 
inherent right of a member state to use force in self- defence if it is subject 
to an armed attack.11 The second exception to the prohibition on the use 
of force is when the UNSC exercises its right to adopt collective security 
measures. These measures can be found in Chapter VII of the UN Charter. 
In the initial article of Chapter VII (Art. 39), it is stated that the UNSC has 
to:

determine the existence of any threat to the peace, breach of the 
peace, or act of aggression and shall make recommendations, or 
decide what measures shall be taken in accordance with Articles 41 
and 42, to maintain or restore international peace and security.

In other words, the UNSC has a broad mandate to determine collective 
actions against for instance a state that is acting against the prohibition on 
the use of force.12 Article 41 of the Charter allows for taking economic and 
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other measures against a state, short of the use of armed force, for 
example the interruption of economic relations and severance of diplo-
matic relations. Article 42 includes actions with the use of armed force, in 
situations where the UNSC considers that the article 41 measures would 
be, or have proven to be, inadequate.13

Humanitarian intervention

Apart from the exceptions on the prohibition on the use of force within 
the framework of the UN Charter, there are also a number of possible 
exceptions that are not mentioned within the Charter’s framework. The 
most obvious example that has no explicit base in the Charter is the con-
troversial humanitarian intervention.14 As Andrew Clapham notes there 
has been a:

developing recognition of the need to repress and prevent inter-
national crimes, such as genocide and crimes against humanity, 
[which] has been linked to the developing possibility of a right for a 
state to intervene militarily in another state on humanitarian grounds 
(so- called ‘humanitarian intervention’).15 

Also Christine Gray sees a change in attitude: states that earlier were 
reluctant about or in opposition to a wide interpretation of article 2(4) 
have over time become more open.16 She sees the ‘current debate [as] . . . 
a reincarnation of earlier disagreements on the interpretation’ and refers 
to discussions among scholars where:

the controversy centred on the second part of Article 2(4): should 
the words ‘against territorial integrity or political independence of 
any state, or in other manner inconsistent with the purposes of the 
United Nations’ be construed as a strict prohibition on all use of 
force against another state, or did they allow the use of force pro-
vided that the aim was not to overthrow the government or seize the 
territory of the state and provided that the action was consistent with 
the purposes of the UN?17

Various criteria have been presented to justify a ‘humanitarian interven-
tion’.18 In a public statement on humanitarian intervention, the UK 
Foreign Affairs Committee at the turn of this century (further) outlined 
the conditions that should apply. It should be a response to an over-
whelming humanitarian catastrophe, without any realistic domestic solu-
tions in sight and with the UNSC in a state of inactiveness; the response 
must be ‘collective, proportionate, likely to achieve its objective and 
carried out in accordance with international law’.19 Another frequently 
mentioned criterion is that the intervention should be carried out without 
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ulterior motives, such as expansive national policy objectives, solely aimed 
at stopping the humanitarian crisis. The force must neither be directed 
towards the territorial integrity, nor against the political independence of 
the state that will be intervened.

A responsibility to protect

The invocation of humanitarian concerns to legitimize military operations 
has been much criticised after NATO’s intervention in Kosovo in 1999, 
but did not disappear from the options. On the contrary, the political and 
legal currents of humanitarian intervention that spun off around 2000 
evolved into a closely related doctrine called ‘Responsibility to protect’ 
(henceforth R2P).20 R2P was formally endorsed at the UN World Summit 
in 2005, when representatives agreed that:

138. Each individual State has the responsibility to protect its popula-
tions from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against 
humanity. This responsibility entails the prevention of such crimes, 
including their incitement, through appropriate and necessary means. 
We accept that responsibility and will act in accordance with it. The 
international community should, as appropriate, encourage and help 
States to exercise this responsibility and support the United Nations in 
establishing an early warning capability.21

Bruno Pommier gives a background and states:

Specifically, R2P rests on three pillars: first the responsibility of each 
state; second, the responsibility of the international community to 
support a particular state in exercising its responsibility to protect its 
people; and finally, in cases where a state fails in its duty, the respons-
ibility of the international community to take diplomatic, human-
itarian action or other means to stop these violations. While initially 
non- violent, these additional measures may be extended to armed or 
unarmed coercive means, as authorized under Chapter VII of the UN 
Charter. According to those who developed R2P, responsibility for the 
use of force should be guided by strict criteria: seriousness of the 
harm done to the population; a just cause for intervention; interven-
tion as a last resort; proportionality of the means used and an assess-
ment of its consequences. While these criteria . . . as such are not 
formally attached to the concept [it] does not detract from their 
relevance.22

Although quite similar to the conditions for humanitarian intervention as 
developed over time one can assume that with this concept states might 
find it easier to justify the use of armed force against another state if it fails 



A legal view on NATO’s campaign in Libya  69

to protect its people. Given a development in this direction a strict inter-
pretation of the UN World Summit text still would assume a UNSC 
approval before resorting to military force. Ideally such approval is pro-
vided, but what if not – would states or organisations ‘give- a-go’ because 
they are more comfortable with R2P? That question remains open.23

 Clapham states that ‘We can say that in light of recent failure . . . there 
is a greater expectation that effective protection will be offered in the face 
of ongoing genocide or crimes against humanity.’24 This expectation 
seems not to hinder Clapham, as it appears, from being sceptical. With 
reference to the situation in Darfur he concludes that ‘[t]he grand prin-
ciple of the responsibility to protect looks rather hollow from the per-
spective of today’s victims of armed conflict.’25 The debate is ongoing 
whether or not R2P is the development or even replacement – a natural 
heir – of humanitarian intervention, or if it constitutes a recognized prin-
ciple under international law at all.26 Even if considered a remake or polit-
ical concept or doctrine rather than a new norm of international law, the 
notion of responsibility to protect has lifted a sensitive issue back on the 
agenda. Uniquely, in the Libya conflict, the UNSC put the notion of R2P 
into action.

Ius ad bellum and Libya

In the Libya case the UNSC took steps that followed the collective security 
system of the UN Charter to authorize the use of force against Libya. At 
the emergence of the conflict and during the ongoing military operations, 
the UNSC adopted four resolutions (1970 (2011), 1973 (2011), 2009 
(2011) and 2016 (2011)) that are accounted for below.
 The deteriorating situation in Libya in February 2011 first led to the 
adoption of SC Res. 1970. The resolution condemned ‘the violence and 
use of force against civilians’ and recalled ‘the Libyan authorities’ respons-
ibilities to protect its population’, indeed a specific reference to the first of 
the three pillars of R2P. SC Res. 1970 adopted mandatory economic sanc-
tions, explicitly taken under article 41 of the UN Charter. It imposed a 
travel ban, an asset freeze on certain named individuals close to the 
regime and an arms embargo. It also created a Sanctions Committee that 
would oversee the implementation of the sanctions. Furthermore, and 
uniquely, the resolution referred the matter in Libya to the International 
Criminal Court (ICC). This paved the way for the Chief Prosecutor to seek 
arrest warrants and in June to issue three arrest warrants by the Court, for 
Qaddafi himself, for his son Saif Al- Islam and for his intelligence chief, Al- 
Senussi. The arrest and subsequent detention of Saif Al- Islam in November 
2011 by the Libyan interim authorities ultimately led to a jurisdictional 
dispute over his trial between the Libyan authorities and the ICC.27 Al- 
Senussi was captured in Mauritania and ultimately handed over to Libya. 
In November 2012 the ICC indicated that the trials probably could be 
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held in Libya given its Office of the Prosecutor deems the country’s legal 
system able of providing due process and a fair trial.28

 Despite the UNSC adoption of SC Res. 1970 the Libyan leadership 
seemed to do little or nothing to comply with the demands for ‘an imme-
diate end to the violence’. In early March Qaddafi started to use military 
aircrafts for attacks on his own population, which prompted the call for a 
no- fly zone to (NFZ) be established.29 When the UNSC adopted SC Res. 
1973, it authorized member states (‘acting nationally or through regional 
organizations’) to use ‘all necessary measures’ to fulfil the mandates on 
the protection of civilians and establish a no- fly zone. The phrase ‘all 
necessary measures’ is widely accepted as authorizing the use of armed 
force within the limitations of the mandate.30 Although not stated expli-
citly, it is clear that the UNSC adopted this resolution under article 42 of 
the UN Charter.31 A third mandate with regard to the arms embargo that 
was adopted in SC Res. 1970 was issued, with the less enforcing phrase to 
use ‘all measures commensurate to the specific circumstances’.
 In September, the UNSC adopted SC Res. 2009. This resolution made 
some adjustments to the arms embargo. The Libyan authorities – no 
longer considered the Qaddafi regime – were permitted to receive arms if 
intended solely for security or disarmament assistance.32 SC Res. 2009 also 
created the United Nations Support Mission in Libya (UNSMIL), which was 
the first step in the direction of post- conflict thinking. Ultimately, in 
October 2011 the UNSC adopted SC Res. 2016 which ended its provided 
authority to use force to protect civilians. The UNSC however kept the 
economic sanctions in place.
 In one of the opening paragraphs of UN Res. 1973 the UNSC, on 17 
March 2011, states that it is: ‘Reiterating the responsibility of the Libyan 
authorities to protect the Libyan population . . ’. It emphasizes the concept of 
R2P and frames the mandate to use armed force within the realm of this 
notion. R2P also appeared to be the justification for states and international 
organizations, both to support the UNSC in the above- mentioned resolu-
tions, and for the subsequent military contribution and engagement in 
NATO’s OUP. For instance, already by 10 March 2011, the European Union 
Parliament stressed that ‘the EU and its Member States must honour their 
Responsibility to Protect, in order to save Libyan civilians from large- scale 
armed attacks; [and] points out that no option provided for in the UN 
Charter can therefore be ruled out.’33 At the UNSC itself, upon the SC Res. 
1973 decision, the French minister of foreign affairs, the Lebanese repre-
sentative, whose country along with France and the UK was one of the initia-
tors of the resolution, and the Colombian representative highlighted the 
human rights violations and therefore the need to protect the civilian popu-
lation.34 Furthermore, as another example, along with the UNSC Res. 
mandate itself, the particular basis for the Swedish government motion on 
OUP participation, presented late March 2011, was the protection of civil-
ians, although the R2P principle was not spelled out explicitly.35
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 The authorization of the use of force and the R2P mandate did not 
explicitly authorize regime change. The measures taken based on the 
mandate of 1973 may not have had the purpose of regime change in Libya 
and may have genuinely been based on the concerns of violations of 
human rights, but it is certainly arguable that the mandate did open a 
door to regime change as a result of intervening military operations, 
which eventually in fact happened. Although article 2(7) of the UN 
Charter36 states a principle that it is prohibited to intervene in domestic 
matters of member states, it also states that this principle does not preju-
dice the application of enforcement measures that the UNSC takes under 
Chapter VII. The unfortunate effect of the Libya military campaign for 
the notion of R2P is that the same notion now could be politically linked 
to regime change, at least in situations where a government is the main 
actor against its own population. Although it is arguable that in other 
cases regime change may not be the outcome of a military intervention, 
the results of the Libya campaign may have resulted in a more reluctant 
use of R2P.

Ius in Bello

The laws of war with IHL is the body of law that aims to protect civilians 
during armed conflict and sets rules for the application of force in armed 
conflict. The number of treaties and customary rules that are part of the 
IHL framework is vast and detailed. The essence is generally captured in a 
number of intertwined, but separate principles, such as humanity, distinc-
tion and necessity. It applies during situations of armed conflict. IHL fur-
thermore distinguishes between international armed conflicts (IAC) and 
non- international armed conflict (NIAC), to which specific parts of IHL 
apply. In other words, once the threshold of armed conflict is passed, 
another question relates to the nature of the conflict; if it should be charac-
terized as an international or internal (non- international) armed conflict.
 Common Article 2 to all of the four Geneva Conventions (1949) states:

the present Convention shall apply to all cases of declared war or of 
any other armed conflict which may arise between two or more of the 
High Contracting Parties, even if the state of war is not recognized by 
one of them . . .37 

Whether an armed conflict exists is judged by the factual circumstances.38 
Because there is no clear-cut definition of armed conflict, the question 
whether or not an armed conflict exists has developed also through case 
law, such as the Haradinaj,39 Boškoski40 and Tadic- cases, all from the Inter-
national Criminal Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia (ICTY). In the latter 
case, the ICTY considers when a situation of armed conflict exists. In one 
of the most quoted passages, the Court found that:
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An armed conflict exists whenever there is a resort to armed force 
between States or protracted armed violence between governmental 
authorities and organized armed groups or between such groups.41

In an international context this normally means that, for instance, single 
skirmishes in a border area or a short change of fire at sea does not reach 
the level of armed conflict. In a non- international – domestic – context it 
has been accepted that insurrection or riots with less violence and no or 
very limited military coordination normally does not reach the level of 
armed conflict. In fact, the writing in the Second Additional Protocol to 
the Geneva Conventions (AP II), Art 1(2) could be deemed as represent-
ing customary international law:

This protocol shall not apply to situations of internal disturbances and 
tensions, such as riots, isolated and sporadic acts of violence and other 
acts of a similar nature, as not being armed conflicts.42

In the same Article, 1(1) the scope, or material application, of the 
Protocol also is presented positively. It applies:

to all armed conflicts which are not covered by Article 1 . . . [of AP I] 
. . . and which take place in the territory of a High Contracting Party 
between its armed forces and dissident armed forces or other organ-
ized armed groups which, under responsible command, exercise such 
control over a part of its territory as to enable them to carry out sus-
tained and concerted military operations . . .43

It could be concluded that the traditional distinction between the differ-
ent types of conflicts remains in the two 1977 Additional Protocols to the 
Geneva Conventions of 1949 (AP I and II). The first supplements the four 
from 1949 on international armed conflicts (IAC) and the second ‘specifi-
cally states that it develops and supplements Article 3 common to the four 
Geneva Conventions’, on non- international armed conflicts.44

 From this it could be understood that the mentioned article, Common 
Article 3, was the one and single regulation which aimed at ‘armed con-
flicts not of an international character’ until the adoption of the two Addi-
tional Protocols (and in particular AP II).45 It extends ‘the most 
rudimentary principles of humanitarian protection to those persons taking 
no active part in hostilities and placed hors de combat’.46

 Assuming being on the verge of a NIAC, indeed the most common 
kind of conflicts today, how do we know whether there really is a conflict 
and, if so, which of the above- mentioned rules that applies: Common 
Article 3 only, or also AP II? James G. Stewart, who ‘[i]n the context of 
internationalized armed conflicts, which by definition contain both inter-
national and internal elements, [finds that] determining which set of 
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rules applies and to what aspect of the conflict is critically important.’47 
He also states ‘while providing greater clarity to the broad principles 
identified in common Article 3, Additional Protocol II set[s] a signifi-
cantly higher threshold for its own application, limiting its scope.’48 
However, and no matter the ‘bystanders’ view’, Elizabeth Wilmshurst 
claims that there is normally a ‘reluctance of States to acknowledge that 
internal violence has reached the level of armed conflict and that the 
opposition must be regarded as an “equal” party to a conflict rather than 
a group of common criminals’.49

 Clearly, the determination of armed conflict, in particular of non- 
international character, provides challenges. In conjunction with this, the 
various triggers or thresholds, such as the application of AP II, need to be 
determined. Indeed a great responsibility normally lies with the state 
party, which from its own – political – perspective will be reluctant to 
acknowledge the existence of a conflict at all. Notably, Libya was one of 
the first contracting parties to AP II, ratifying it already in 1978.50

 As mentioned the IHL framework is vast and detailed and could there-
fore in no way be covered in a chapter like this. For our purposes of dis-
cussing the legal aspects of the Libya Campaign we will come back to some 
essential IHL rules and principles and how they were applied in OUP in 
section 3.51 Before doing so we believe it is important to elaborate on the 
determination of the conflict or conflicts in Libya. Although the ICRC, in 
its IHL Customary Law Study, has endeavoured to dismiss the distinction 
between IACs and NIACs where it concerns IHL that is considered cus-
tomary law,52 it is not fully clear if the tendency goes towards a single 
standard. At least this was not a generally accepted standpoint during the 
Libya Campaign and arguably still is not why both the determination that 
armed conflicts exist and what area of law that is applicable in the conflict 
or conflicts remains to be of relevance.53

Determination of the conflict in Libya

With regard to the conflict in Libya, two challenges arose and arise with 
regard to the determination of the applicable legal framework.54 It first 
depends on what moment during the conflict this question is asked. 
And second, there is the issue in relation to which parties to the conflict 
this question is asked. As indicated the determination is important to 
decide what area of law, and which rules were applicable and to whom, 
for our purposes mainly to NATO and partner countries in the OUP 
mission.
 The Libya uprising grew steadily from the turn of the year 2010/2011. 
Although no clear definition exists on when such a situation is reached, it 
is clear that the situation in early 2011 rose beyond the situation of 
internal disturbances to a situation that can be called a civil war, or NIAC. 
This factual and thus legal situation was concluded by the Human Rights 
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Council Commission to exist, at least from 24 February onwards based on 
its (then) preliminary findings.55 The UNSC stated on 26 February in the 
preamble of SC Res. 1970 that:

Welcoming the condemnation by the Arab League, the African Union, 
and the Secretary General of the Organization of the Islamic Confer-
ence of the serious violations of human rights and international human-
itarian law [emphasis added] that are being committed in the Libyan 
Arab Jamahiriya.

With this factual situation, legally the threshold was passed to apply IHL 
applicable to NIACs, although peace time law such as IHRL also remained 
relevant.
 The question then becomes whether AP II or only Common Article 3 of 
the Geneva Conventions was applicable? It appears that at the moment 
before the multinational military operations started, organized armed 
groups and dissident armed forces fought together and were carrying out 
operations against the Qaddafi- government. They appear also to have held 
territory east of Ajdabiyah, or at least the city and surroundings of Beng-
hazi. It however remains open to debate whether the opposition at that 
stage actually acted under responsible command.
 Accepting that AP II has a high threshold for application, this is the 
typical situation for which it was planned to be applied from the outset. 
Interestingly, in an undated Press Statement, the Libyan National Trans-
itional Council (NTC) concluded that: ‘We are bound by Common Article 
3 to the four Geneva Conventions and to the provisions of Additional 
Protocol II Relating to the Protection of Victims of Non- International 
Armed Conflicts, as are the Qadhafi [sic] regime’s forces.’56 Remembering 
that Libya was one of the first contracting parties to AP II – thus indicating 
the acceptance by the Libyan forces under Qaddafi – nothing seemed to 
hinder the application also of that treaty.
 After the initiation of the military operations of the Coalition (OOD) 
and NATO (OUP) started in March 2011, other actors stepped into the 
Libyan theatre, which changed the situation. Although NATO had never 
taken a stand on the character of the conflict (see below, section 3), it 
follows from the factual situation that NATO’s military activities to protect 
the civilian population meaning that OUP repeatedly carried out military 
operations against pro- Qaddafi forces in Libya were to be seen within the 
context of an international armed conflict.
 This has also been the view of the ICRC. An ICRC position paper on 
the Libya conflict concluded that: 

It is . . . the ICRC’s view that, irrespective of any jus ad bellum issue, the 
hostilities opposing the military forces deployed under the NATO- led 
Operation Unified Protector and the Libyan Armed Forces constitute 
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an armed conflict to which international humanitarian law applicable 
in international armed conflict fully applies de jure.57 

In reality this meant that both parties in the IAC, the OOD followed by OUP 
on one side and the Libyan Forces under Qaddafi on the other assumed 
responsibilities that follows from IHL, such as the above mentioned princi-
ples (see further section 3). Also the (first) Human Right Council Commis-
sion report states that: ‘The airstrikes to enforce the no- fly zone imposed by 
the Security Council through Resolution 1973, which began on 19 March 
brought into being an international armed conflict . . .’58 As such, an IAC 
existed between NATO and the Qaddafi forces, and a NIAC between Qaddafi 
forces and the opposition. Once the military operations started, based on UN 
Res. 1973, both types co- existed at the same time. Although the UN appeared 
to have accepted the opposition as the new effective government in Libya in 
UN Res. 2009, and more and more states also ‘recognized’ the National 
Transitional Council (NTC) as the new government, the mandate of military 
operations (as based on SC Res. 1973) did not change.59 Accordingly, OUP 
operated as before until the cessation of hostilities and until the mandate 
ended at the end of October with the adoption of UN Res. 2016.
 From mid- September onwards, there could be different ways to view the 
status of the conflict. It could for instance be argued that the conflict by then 
once again became a NIAC between NATO and the NTC on the one hand 
and the former regime forces on the other, indicating that NATO now was 
invited by the new de facto rulers and thus was supporting NTC against the 
pro- Qaddafi forces.60 Another non- UN Charter based – but from inter-
national law accepted – ground for intervening militarily is thus an unforced 
and sincere invitation of another, receiving, state.61

 However, neither earlier nor during this latter part of the Libya campaign 
was such a shift in mandate, or formal agreement between NATO and the 
NTC reached. Given the unclear and still fragile situation – also in reference 
to governance – the stance of NATO did not change as long as civilians were 
still under threat from the pro- Qaddafi forces. From a practical perspective it 
would therefore be too simplistic to say the conflict again became a NIAC 
only. Although UN Res. 2009 spoke of ‘the Libyan authorities’, which was no 
more under the Qaddafi regime, no change to the mandate was thus made 
indicating that the authorized international armed force was in support of 
the [new] Libyan authorities.

Operation Unified Protector: NATO’s interpretation and 
execution of the mandate

End goals

NATO’s political end goals for its Libya campaign were determined during 
the Berlin Ministerial Meeting on 14 April 2011: all attacks on civilians and 
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civilian populated areas were to end, Qaddafi was to withdraw his forces, 
and access to humanitarian aid was to be unhindered.62 After slightly more 
than two months of NATO involvement the International Crisis Group 
concluded that: ‘The expectations that NATO operations . . . would be the 
final nail in Khaddafi’s [sic] coffin has proved to be mistaken, and the 
resilience of the regime has been underestimated.’63 Ultimately, the opera-
tions ended another five months later, on 31 October, shortly after Qadd-
afi’s death, when the UNSC ended the authorization to use force, with the 
adoption of SC Res. 2016.
 NATO organized its military campaign along the lines of the three sub- 
mandates stated in the operative paragraphs of SC Res. 1973. Under the 
overall military campaign two operations with three distinctive (but not 
separate) elements were ongoing: one operation enforcing the arms 
embargo; and one operation enforcing the no- fly zone, and executing the 
air targeting campaign to protect civilians and civilian populated areas. 
The fact that the UNSC did not authorize the occupation by land forces 
was widely discussed by scholars whether it meant that no land forces were 
allowed on the ground at all.64 NATO took the political decision that OUP 
would not put forces on the ground in Libya.65 Arguably, it made military 
operations from an air targeting perspective more challenging in urban 
areas, such as in Misratah or Sirte, which were under constant threat from 
Qaddafi’s forces (see Nygren’s Chapter 4 in this volume). According to 
media reports, the fact that NATO did not put forces on the ground did 
not stop individual states putting operators into Libya, albeit outside the 
scope of the NATO- mission and command structure (see Chapter 8 by 
Mohlin and Chapter 1 by Michaels in this volume).66 NATO did however 
allow warships from OUP- participating countries to enter Libyan territ-
orial waters (but for the purpose of protecting civilians only, see below 
‘Operations at sea’).
 NATO’s press release on 31 October 2011, the day that the operation 
ended, states that a total of 26530 sorties, of which 9710 strike sorties were 
flown; a total of 3175 vessels were hailed, 296 vessels were boarded and 11 
vessels were denied passage by the NATO fleet to Libyan ports.67 For 
instance, 7642 air- to-surface weapons were dropped by the air assets, 
approximately 470 naval rounds were fired68 and also illumination rounds 
were fired from warships over coastal areas.69 The air operation initially 
involved only fixed wing air assets and unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), 
but from the beginning of June also included rotary wing assets (helicop-
ters), provided by France and the UK, that were able to move closer onto 
targets, enabling better accuracy in built- up areas.70

Application of IHL in OUP

NATO did not issue a formal statement that legally characterized the 
conflict and NATO’s position in it. As concluded above, the military 
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operations did pass the threshold of an international armed conflict. 
Although NATO may have considered itself impartial in the (non- 
international) conflict, we would argue that in terms of legal application 
of IHL and by the application of force, it became a party to an inter-
national armed conflict.71 Throughout its campaign, NATO carried out 
military operations observing IHL, which was reflected also in the target-
ing process and the rules of engagement (ROE, see below). Hence, IHL 
was applicable to NATO military operations and for its purposes OUP 
used AP I as basis.

Distinction, necessity – aspects of military objectives

One of the most fundamental principles when engaging in hostilities is 
to distinguish between civilians and combatants. Art. 48 AP I states the 
basic rule:

In order to ensure respect for and protection of the civilian popula-
tion and civilian objects, the Parties to the conflict shall at all times 
distinguish between the civilian population and combatants and 
between civilian objects and military objectives and accordingly shall 
direct their operations only against military objectives.72 

The aim of attack must not only be objects that ‘by their nature, location, 
purpose or use, make an effective contribution to military action’, but also 
objects whose ‘total or partial destruction, capture or neutralization, in the 
circumstances ruling at the time’ offers a definite military advantage.73 
The latter sentence from article 52(2) AP I underlines the principle of 
military necessity.
 The main part of the military campaign was the protection of civilians 
and civilian populated areas by means of a targeting campaign, mostly 
conducted through air operations. The operational focus of NATO’s tar-
geting in OUP was expressed during several press conferences. In one 
press briefing the Director of Operations, [then] Brigadier Robert 
Weighill, stated that NATO forces are ‘successfully degrading the pro- 
Qaddafi forces’ ability to coordinate their attacks by hitting their 
command and control centres, and . . . to attack ammunition storage sites 
in depth’.74 Clearly, in its targeting policy NATO had not stopped short of 
only reactive operations in which civilians were physically in danger, but 
took a broader and more active approach in the interpretation of ‘all 
necessary measures’. On this approach, Mehrdad Payandeh, discussing 
necessity in both ad bellum and in bello, seems to suggest a lenient interpre-
tation in that: ‘It is not required that each single act is strictly necessary to 
avoid violations of human rights in the sense that no alternative, less intru-
sive means is available.’75 Clearly, the context must be taken into con-
sideration. From a strict legal perspective, however, it could be argued that 
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one cannot lessen the own requirements for single acts, or accept own 
forces’ negligence even once. This goes both for the planning and the 
execution of operations.
 Without addressing particular individual attacks others, such as the 
Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs Lavrov,76 have suggested that the broad 
and active approach of the military campaign, at least at a certain stage, 
went beyond the given mandate. Pommier wrote that:

Indeed, it appeared that the military operations, at least in part, were 
aimed at supporting the forces assembled by the National Transition 
Council (NTC) – the representative body of the Libyan opposition – 
in its efforts to rout the elements loyal to the regime. Once the threat 
of a massacre in Benghazi had been ruled out, but with actions by 
Gaddafi’s [sic] troops against other cities continuing, the operations 
entrusted to the . . . [NATO] continued, with an increasingly blurred 
line between the prevention of massacres on the one hand and, on 
the other, a systematic air campaign that aimed to dismantle the 
military apparatus and whose ultimate goal was regime change.77

In contrast to NATO’s Kosovo campaign Allied Force in 1999, in which 
NATO targeted and damaged Serbia’s oil infrastructure,78 NATO’s target-
ing policy in Libya generally appeared to exclude ‘economic objects’ such 
as oil refineries. Only in rare and exceptional cases did NATO consider 
these types of targets.79 For instance, allegations of attacking oil infrastruc-
tures, such as the oil fields in the Sarir region were false allegations made 
by Qaddafi.80

Dual use objects

Many objects that were hit were targets that were clearly military by nature, 
such as tanks, air defence sites or ammunition dumps. NATO tried to sep-
arate the military command from the forces in the field by targeting, for 
instance, command- and-control nodes. In addition, weapons depots 
directly connected with servicing field forces were targeted to degrade the 
logistic support of Qaddafi’s operations. From both operational and legal 
perspectives the least controversial targets were the air defence sites as 
they represented a threat to enforcing the no- fly zone (NFZ) and to the 
protection of the mission.
 But also civilian objects that by their use could become legitimate military 
targets were attacked, such as residence buildings that according to NATO 
were used as command- and-control nodes. Although not a ‘legal’ term these 
are called dual use objects. On 30 July NATO air assets struck the trans-
mission dishes of a television station, allegedly killing several persons 
although the NATO contention is that no- one was killed. Attacking televi-
sion stations, such as NATO’s raid on the television station in Belgrade in 
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1999, or the coalition attack on the television stations in Baghdad and Basra 
during the 2003 invasion of Iraq, have not been without criticism in the 
past.81 The NATO press officer stated that the Libyan television station was 
‘being used as an integral component of the regime apparatus designed to 
systematically oppress and threaten civilians and to incite attacks against 
them’.82 The strike was intended to degrade Qaddafi’s use of the television 
station ‘as a means to intimidate the Libyan people and incite acts of viol-
ence against them’.83 Interestingly, the use of the state- owned television 
network and various other communication networks in threatening the civil-
ian population appeared to have played an important part in the decision of 
the pre- trial chamber of the ICC to issue arrest warrants.84

 In addition to the ‘classic’ TV- station example other objects were 
discussed from the military targeting perspective. These included for 
example bridge- like constructions in the vicinity of military installations 
and targets in the vicinity of the man- made water canals (‘The Great Man 
Made River’). However, targets were refused due to the proximity of the 
canals. The provision of water to the population was considered as 
essential as was post- conflict restoration of services: this although it was 
suspected that even the system itself was being used as hide- outs by pro- 
Qaddafi forces.
 Additionally, the difficulty in differentiating between Qaddafi forces 
and opposition forces was problematic for NATO forces. In two separate 
incidents, in April and June respectively, NATO aircraft bombed tanks 
that later appeared to be opposition forces operating in tanks. A NATO 
press release of the latter incident argues that the mistake took place 
because of the ‘complex and fluid battle scenario’.85 The Deputy Com-
mander of OUP, Rear Admiral Russel Harding, used the same argument 
about the first incident.86

 Qaddafi’s forces did not just use solely military means, but also modes 
of operations, like the typical white pick- up truck that made them hard to 
distinguish from opposition forces.87 Also the Economist reported that 
Qaddafi’s forces were ‘deploying civilian vehicles on the front line in the 
hope of confusing NATO’s pilots’.88 The deputy commander OUP said in 
an interview: ‘We’ve seen them use private cars, trucks, technicals [flat-
beds pick- up trucks with guns mounted on the back] sometimes hundreds 
at the time.’89

Qaddafi

Philippe Sands wrote in The Guardian: 

The authorization of ‘all necessary measures’ is broad and appears to 
allow the targeting of Qaddafi and others who act to put civilians 
‘under threat of attack’, words that go beyond the need to establish a 
connection with actual attacks.90 
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However, another exclusion of targets was made from the outset of the 
operation: NATO kept underlining that Qaddafi was not a target. Clearly, it 
would have been extremely difficult to uphold the view that targeting 
Qaddafi specifically would not also directly result in another regime taking 
up the vacancy. NATO did strike at Bab- al-Aziziyah in Tripoli, a military com-
pound containing a military headquarters, and which also held Qaddafi’s 
residence.91 On 14 April 2011, Presidents Obama and Sarkozy and Prime 
Minister Cameron wrote an open letter to the public, which stated that:

Our duty and our mandate under U.N. Security Council Resolution 
1973 is to protect civilians, and we are doing that. It is not to remove 
Qaddafi by force. But it is impossible to imagine a future for Libya 
with Qaddafi in power.92 

The interpretation of the mandate by the United States, France and the 
United Kingdom seemed to be linked therefore to the political fate of 
Qaddafi that some would have seen as regime change.93 Although not 
speaking for NATO, it may also be argued that politically the letter impli-
citly linked the success of the NATO- led operation to the permanent resig-
nation of Qaddafi. In a press- conference Italian Brigadier General Claudio 
Gabellini, who participated in the targeting process of OUP at the opera-
tional HQ level in Naples, answered the question whether NATO con-
siders Qaddafi as a target:

our mandate is clear, to protect the population from the attacks . . . 
NATO is not targeting individuals. No individuals are a target for 
NATO. We only look after command- and-control centre because we 
want the targets we’re after . . . to stop Mr. Qadhafi [sic] to give orders 
to his troops to keep slaughtering the civilians and to prevent human-
itarian aid to enter the country. So, again, . . . we’re not really inter-
ested in individuals, not in Mr. Qadhafi’s [sic] life. We’re after 
command- and-control centres.94

This view was repeated in a more general sense by NATO’s Legal Advisor, 
Peter Olson, in a letter to the Human Rights Council Commission, in 
which he states that: ‘As explicitly directed by the Operation plan for OUP 
as approved by the North Atlantic Council, no civilians, and no specific 
individual, civilian or military, were ever intentionally targeted in that 
operation.’95 The commander of OUP, Canadian General Lieutenant 
Charles Bouchard, also repeatedly stated that ‘I’m not doing regime 
change.’96 The Chief of the British Armed Forces, General Sir David Rich-
ards in a mid- May 2011 interview expressed his own and slightly different 
approach on targeting Qaddafi: ‘We are not targeting Gaddafi [sic] 
directly, but if it happened that he was in a command- and-control centre 
that was hit by NATO and he was killed, then that is within the rules.’97
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 The situation deteriorated and NATO assumed responsibility for the 
multinational military efforts justified by the mandate in SC Res. 1973. In 
this context it must be remembered that in an operation with 19 countries 
of which 14 were NATO countries there is a wide range of opinions, 
although to most of them it must have appeared obvious that the ousting 
of Qaddafi would have shortened the conflict(s) in Libya. To be able to 
work coherently under one unified command common documents and 
policies are drafted and put in place, such as operational plans, orders and 
guidelines. From this it must be understood that the high- level political 
rhetoric by leaders from some troop contributing nations will not auto-
matically be transformed into military action and is also not very easily 
carried out in multinational military operations.98

Proportionality

Proportionality in the ius in bello context centralizes around the loss of 
civilian life. Even if an attack is limited to military objectives, planners and 
operators must take into account the risk of incidental harm to the civilian 
population. IHL however does not say that all civilian casualties are pro-
hibited and a breach of IHL, but rather that incidental loss of civilian life, 
injury to civilians, or harm to civilian property must not be ‘excessive in 
relation to the concrete and direct military advantage anticipated’.99 So- 
called collateral damage that is not excessive is thus not prohibited.
 Although high- tech and precision means (weaponry)100 was used during 
the campaign, civilian casualties were not totally excluded. In its second 
report that also investigated a number of alleged casualties by NATO 
bombing, the Human Rights Council Commission concluded that: ‘NATO 
conducted a highly precise campaign with a demonstrable determination to 
avoid civilian casualties. On some limited occasions the Commission con-
firmed civilian casualties and found targets that showed no evidence of 
military utility.’101 Many of the air attacks were initially executed during the 
night to minimize the likelihood of civilian casualties, but at a later stage 
attacks during the day also occurred.102 The Commission mentions 60 civil-
ians killed during the NATO air attacks,103 however it becomes evident from 
the exchange of letters between NATO and the Commission, that the Com-
mission is satisfied that NATO did not deliberately target civilians.104

 As said, IHL does not require a zero casualty rate with regard to civil-
ians; however in situations such as the one in Libya, in which the mandate 
is specifically the protection of civilians, civilian casualties are extremely 
sensitive for the internal coherency, legitimacy and international accept-
ance of the mission. In other words one could argue that on the one hand 
in IHL a certain degree of civilian loss may be accepted in terms of imple-
menting a task (or mandate). On the other hand civilian loss during OUP 
was not in line with the nature of the mandate and thus less acceptable, if 
at all. To execute a mandate that is based on R2P – explicitly stated or 
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not – would therefore put extra constraints on the use of force and may 
affect proportionality considerations. A R2P-mandate accordingly has a 
tendency to blur the lines between ius ad bellum and ius in bello.

Precautionary measures

The general meaning of the principle of precautionary measures is con-
tained in Rule 15 of the ICRC study on customary international human-
itarian law and reads: 

In the conduct of military operations, constant care must be taken to 
spare the civilian population, civilians and civilian objects. All feasible 
precautions must be taken to avoid, and in any event to minimise, 
incidental loss of civilian life, injury loss of civilian life, injury to civil-
ians and damage to civilian objects.105 

In addition to the generally accepted principle of precaution under IHL, 
there are also specific rules in IHL on precautionary measures.106 During the 
Libya campaign, general and specific warnings were issued by the NATO- led 
force. In particular, since no forces were on the ground, warnings as part of 
information operations became an important tool. For instance warnings 
were issued to the population with the purpose to have them stay away from 
military units and compounds.107 Also throughout its campaign NATO 
engaged in extensive operations by means of psychological elements (or 
operations, so- called PsyOps). These operations were, among other things, 
meant to pressure Qaddafi forces into putting down their arms. This was 
done through a variety of means, such as radio messages and leaflet drops. 
An example of a leaflet is presented in Figure 3.2.108

Targeting process109

As said, NATO tried to separate the military command from the forces in 
the field by targeting, for instance, command- and-control nodes, weapons 
depots and air defence sites.
 The operational level targeting process cycle at the Combined Joint 
Task Force (CJTF ) HQ was run through daily targeting working- groups and 
targeting boards that validated the planned, so- called deliberate, targets. All 
the required specialists, from weapon specialists and intelligence person-
nel to political, legal and media advisors were part of these boards. The 
targets were ultimately presented to the commander of OUP, who could 
put forward his considerations and validation of the targets. In the 
evenings the Air Tasking Order was presented to the commander of OUP 
who on this occasion could get a condensed overview and put forward 
final considerations. If there were (additional) doubts the target was not 
engaged pending, for instance, further intelligence.
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 Journalist Eric Schmitt describes the follow- on process after validation 
by the operational HQ:

From Naples, the authorized target list is sent to an air operations 
center near Bologna, Italy, where a U.S. Air Force officer, Lt. Gen. 
Ralph J. Jodice 2nd, oversees the pivotal process of matching specified 
allied aircraft, armed with specific weapons, to specific targets to 
achieve the best effects on the ground with the least risk to civilians.110 

In addition senior representatives from nations whose units would carry 
out the task could still ‘pull red card’ if in any way they disapproved of the 
use of their units to engage the target. Normally this was done if the spe-
cific targets or mission planned fell outside the limits of the national 
mandate. Like in other operations one of the most challenging aspects 
during OUP was at times where targets, not on a particular list or yet fully 
validated, were upcoming and deemed time- sensitive by air crews. 
Although carried out in a ‘fast- track’ this so- called dynamic targeting must 
also be subject to legal advice.

NATO Rules of Engagement

An essential instrument to regulate force in military operations are the 
rules of engagement (ROE). ‘Effective targeting, in accordance with Rules 
of Engagement, is essential to achieve mission success and to maintain 
international support’ is a paraphrased quote of the OUP commander’s 
intent, given the authors’ best recollection. The manner in which ROEs 

Figure 3.2 Example of leaflet distributed in Libya.108



84  F.A. Holst and M.D. Fink

are created and the documents used in their creation are unclassified.111 
NATO’s ROE for a specific mission are however confidential. In general, 
ROE consist not only of rules that have a legal character, such as IHL, but 
also include political and military/operational aspects.112 The application 
of ROE does not stand on its own, but must be understood in conjunction 
with the mandate, the legal regimes applicable and other internal guide-
lines, such as targeting guidelines or guidelines for avoidance of collateral 
damage. Generally speaking, before force can be used, at least a four step- 
consideration must be made: IHL and other considerations such as IHRL; 
UN and NATO- mandate considerations; ROE; and finally other internal 
guidelines that shape NATO’s execution of the operation.113 In addition, 
national mandates could influence the choice of assets including the pos-
sibility to use force.
 The legal advisor plays an advisory role, for instance in the drafting 
process of the ROE, which is done by operators.114 Specific mission ROE 
for OUP were first drafted at NATO’s Joint Force Command level head-
quarters. In conformity with standard NATO ROE planning, the draft 
ROE were requested up the chain of command, and were ultimately 
authorized by the North Atlantic Council (NAC), NATO’s highest political 
body. After authorization, the ROE were implemented by SACEUR115 into 
its subordinate command levels. This comprehensive way of handling ROE 
which includes many different levels, the changing or revision of ROE 
during a campaign is not a quick and easy thing to do. As in OUP it 
implies reinterpretation of existing ROE in the light of new situations that 
occur, rather than change or addition of ROE. Of course there is a limit to 
the amount of leeway that can be given to interpreting the existing rules. 
Had that been the case in OUP the authors believe that the perceived 
reluctance to request additional ROE would have been overcome.
 Because of the phased manner in which NATO ultimately started OUP 
and took on the different sub- mandates from the resolution, rather unusu-
ally, the operation had two operational plans (OPLANS) with two differ-
ent ROE- profiles or catalogues (one for embargo operations, one for 
protection of civilians including no- fly zone), to be applied in one overall 
campaign.116 One of the challenges, in particular at sea (see below), there-
fore was to understand under what circumstances which ROE- set would be 
applicable.
 As NATO in essence consists of a group of individual member states, in 
which none have a say over the other, they can restrict (via so- called 
caveats) their own national forces from certain authorities or activities that 
are allowed under NATO ROE. The same right exists for partnership 
countries and other states that take part in NATO- led operations.117 
Because states participating in OUP took a piece- meal approach to involve-
ment with its military means, it is not surprising that caveats existed on the 
use of military means during OUP. The governments of the Netherlands 
and Sweden for example restricted their F- 16s and Gripen fighter jets 
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respectively not to be engaged in air- to-ground attacks. At sea, OUP con-
tributor discussions included initial geographical restrictions, for instance 
not to sail in the territorial sea of Libya. Having caveats caused and causes 
additional challenges for military planners and commanders, since they 
might not be able to use forces to the extent desired. At the appropriate 
levels in the NATO command, several states deployed additional national 
legal and political advisors and other representatives to ensure that their 
forces were deployed within their national political, operational and legal 
limits.

Operations at sea

The maritime operations in OUP basically consisted of two parts that sup-
ported two elements of the mandate: first, the UN- mandated maritime 
arms embargo operation and, second, the maritime operations that sup-
ported the protection of civilians and civilian populated areas. As men-
tioned above, SC Res. 1970 put the arms embargo regime in place. The 
UNSC specifically stated that the measure was taken under article 41 of 
the UN Charter, which does not allow for the use of armed force to 
enforce the adopted sanctions. SC Res. 1973 expanded the authority for 
actual enforcement of the arms embargo on the high seas. SC Res. 2009 
made some changes in the manner in which way the arms embargo was to 
be implemented (see further below).118 Finally, with the adoption of SC 
Res. 2016 the UNSC ended the authorization for military operations.
 At a first glance, the embargo seemed a rather standard type of arms 
embargo and appeared to be executed as such. But because of the 
wording the UNSC used to authorize the arms embargo regime, it fea-
tured several aspects that made this one unique compared to other mari-
time arms embargo operations that have been enforced, for instance in 
relation to the crisis in Iraq, Former Yugoslavia, Haiti, Sierra Leone, or off 
the coast of Lebanon. To name just one example here, the Libya embargo 
included the wording that ‘[r]easonable grounds to believe’ were needed 
in order to carry out inspections by boarding a vessel. In other words 
patrolling ships were not allowed to approach or halt ships arbitrarily. This 
constituted a higher threshold than the more traditional wording of: ‘to 
halt all inward and outward shipping’ (emphasis by authors), which has 
been the usual phrase coined by the UNSC in relation to enforcing embar-
goes at sea.119

The operational area

NATO’s maritime operational area for the purpose of the arms embargo 
was situated outside the territorial waters of Libya. The text of the 
UN- resolution appeared only to authorize sanctions to be enforced on 
the high seas (which normally means that an interpretation including the 
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Economic Exclusive Zone (EEZ) is acceptable). Therefore, NATO estab-
lished a maritime surveillance area (MSA) that did not include the terri-
torial sea of Libya, or any other territorial seas.120 This construction 
allowed in practice physical manoeuvre room for both sides in the con-
flict to move vessels within the territorial sea and internal waters from one 
port to another. For instance, weapons and ammunition allegedly kept 
moving into Misratah, the city under siege.121 It also kept open the door 
to the adjacent territorial seas of Tunisia and Egypt. Interestingly, when 
one considers NATO’s area of operation to protect civilians and civilian 
populated areas this was clearly situated within the Libyan territory which 
includes the Libyan sea territory. As mentioned earlier, the mandate only 
prohibited occupational forces. Arguably, sailing warships in the terri-
torial sea could not have been considered an occupational force. Con-
sequently, OUP naval assets that were mandated by their nations were 
able to move closer to the coast and enabled them to take on other meas-
ures than enforcing economic sanctions or stopping arms or mercenar-
ies; measures that would minimize the harm against civilians, such as 
mine clearing operations, or naval gunfire support (land- attacks from the 
sea, see also below).

Enforcement of arms embargo or interception to protect civilians; stopping 
mercenaries, arms, arms related materiel, and other items

Unique for a maritime embargo operation, but not surprising in light of 
the fact that Qaddafi appears to have used armed mercenary personnel to sup-
press the Libyan people, the resolutions authorized the stopping of mer-
cenaries. Thus, the issue was not so much the authority to detain persons 
but rather what to do next with persons if captured in the maritime 
domain. The issue of mercenaries however proved to have little applica-
tion at sea. Rather the main issue became the arms embargo. This also 
included arms related materiel. As such, this broadened the scope of items 
that could be stopped (again outside the Libyan territorial waters).
 From an early stage of the conflict the Libyan regime forces not only 
resorted to military items, but also to civilian ones that could be used to 
sustain the war effort. What was then defined as arms related materiel? For 
example, did it include flatbed trucks, on which guns (as mentioned 
above) could easily be mounted? Could a load of imported lorries be 
halted, which although not arms related as such, could on reasonable 
grounds be remade and used for military purposes? One view that argu-
ably broadened the scope of items that could be stopped was that it was 
permissible to stop such items under the (other) mandate that allowed all 
necessary means to protect civilians and civilian populated areas. The issue 
was highlighted in relation to refined oil products such as petroleum, 
which to a large extent is imported to Libya.122 The Economist grasped the 
essence of the situation and noted that:
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NATO is also stopping seaborne fuel from reaching the regime. On 
May 19th it prevented a tanker, the Jupiter, from delivering its load. 
Worried by this precedent, the Indian crew of a bigger vessel, the 
Cartagena, has since refused to let its 37,500-tonne cargo of fuel be 
delivered to Tripoli. On June 13th one of the colonel’s sons, Hanni-
bal, who controls the state- owned General National Transport Mari-
time Company (GNMTC), sent a tugboat full of Libyan sailors to take 
control of the Cartagena and bring it home. The plan failed. . . . NATO 
justified its interdiction of the Jupiter on the ground that its fuel would 
have been used by the army to attack civilians.123

From this example it appears that the mandate of protection of civilians also 
justified the stopping of items that would have been used to ultimately 
harm civilians. In other words, OUP occasionally did expand the enforce-
ment of the arms embargo under the protection of civilians mandate to 
justify its actions, and it was not necessarily contrary to the UNSCR 
mandate. At the same time, NATO – conscious of the risk of a ‘slippery 
slope’ – did not want to be accused of mission- creep towards a full trade 
embargo or blockade, which in turn could be seen as a support for regime 
change.
 On the one hand, NATO wanted to enforce the mandates. On the 
other hand, it also wanted to minimize the impact on merchant shipping. 
To underline this, the commander of OUP Maritime Component 
Command, Vice Admiral Rinaldo Veri, announced early on that:

This mission is not only about enforcement. There are ships out there 
trying to carry out legitimate business with Libya. The country needs 
supplies . . . My headquarters and the crews of the NATO maritime 
group carry out an essential coordination role to allow these legiti-
mate movements to take place. We tell these ships exactly what they 
must do, and if they follow all our instructions they can proceed with 
minimum disturbance.124

However, as a matter of prediction in particular for merchant shipping, 
the NATO information proved to be a challenge in what specific items 
could be transported to and from Libya.125

 Naturally, the practical aspects of dealing with possible non- 
compliant ships were discussed within NATO. Although the situation 
never arose, one potential solution included the establishment of so- 
called diversion ports. Authorized personnel in these ports were sup-
posed to take over the inspection once there was a suspicion that a 
vessel had breached the resolutions. If activated and required this would 
have allowed for thorough inspections and further judicial actions 
under national law.
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Protection of civilians from the sea

Occasionally, there were also hostile activities at sea and from the shore 
against naval vessels126 which forced NATO- led forces to react. Following 
mine- laying in late April 2011, in the vicinity of Misratah and the use of 
inflatable boats rigged with dummies and explosive devices,127 prepared-
ness to support civilians with humanitarian aid into Libya was taken to 
engage the Libyan forces as their activities posed a serious threat to the 
traffic to Misratah. Under the mandate of protection of civilians, naval 
gunfire support (NG(F )S) was launched on a number of occasions against 
targets on land. This followed thorough planning to avoid possible collat-
eral damage. In fact, one experience the UK Royal Navy has drawn from 
OUP, with both legal and operational elements, is that the existing 
weapon systems on naval vessels are not adapted for directing naval 
gunfire support with desired precision.128

Persons in distress at sea

Another issue encountered by NATO naval assets was the large stream of ref-
ugees that tried to reach the European mainland via the sea. The Italian 
island of Lampedusa has at times been flooded with people fleeing from 
North Africa, something which increased from the beginning of the so- called 
Arab Spring. The Libyan crises exacerbated the situation. With more people 
going into vessels with poor buoyancy during bad weather conditions it also 
resulted in a greater number of fatalities at sea. Debate arose on who was 
responsible for the rescue operations, which led to different discussions, such 
as on the responsibilities of individual warships that were also in the 
command- chain of OUP.129 For instance the Council of Europe took a strong 
interest in one of the incidents that happened at the beginning of the opera-
tion and investigated who was responsible for the lives lost at sea.130 In a reac-
tion to the Council of Europe investigation, NATO mentioned that it aided 
the rescue of over 600 migrants in distress at sea and that commanders of 
warships are fully aware of their responsibility under the international law of 
the sea.131 From this, the NATO position was drawn that rendering assistance 
at sea remains a national responsibility. The Netherlands government also 
underlined with regard to rendering assistance that NATO as an organiza-
tion does not have a formal responsibility or role in rescue operations.132 
After several incidents, the Italian Minister of Foreign Affairs Frattini, argued 
that NATO, based on the UN mandate, should seek a broader interpretation 
of the mandate to include responsibility for refugees at sea.133

Conclusions

OUP commenced at the end of March 2011 and ended seven months 
later, on 31 October 2011, shortly after Qaddafi’s capture and death. After 
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the operation Admiral James G. Stavridis, NATO’s Supreme Allied Com-
mander, and the US- representative to NATO, Ivo Daalder, concluded: ‘By 
any measure, NATO succeeded in Libya.’134 The main aim of this chapter 
was to consider the legal aspects, in particular at operational level, of 
NATO’s military operations in Libya. By way of conclusion and possibly a 
future outlook, three concluding remarks can be made.
 First, it is clear that the interpretation of a mandate based on responsib-
ility to protect has a very high potential of blurring the dividing lines 
between protecting civilians and activities that go beyond that, such as 
regime change. In particular this will be the case if it is the regime that is 
attacking the civilians in the first place. In theory, terms such as protecting 
civilians and regime change may not appear to be very close to each other, 
or at least we are able to see the difference – again in theory. The reality, 
with the politics involved, however appears to be much more blurred and 
harder to separate. It is a fact that as a result of NATO airstrikes the equa-
tion between the opposition forces and Qaddafi’s forces changed. It is also 
a fact that ultimately Qaddafi was removed from power, which opened the 
door to a new regime to settle in Libya. When the opposition forces 
reached the outskirts of Tripoli, the commander of OUP was asked about 
his role in the opposition advancement. He answered:

[. . .] and let me make myself perfectly clear, the only people that are 
causing violence against the population are pro- Qadhafi [sic] forces. 
These are the forces that we will bring to an end. Ours is not to support 
any anti- Qadhafi [sic] advance, but rather to bring an end to the violence 
against the population. [Emphasis by authors] And that is what we are 
doing. Thank you very much. I have to go back. So have a good day.135

The UN spokesman stated in a press- conference in August that: ‘the 
Secretary- General believes that resolution 1973 has been used properly in 
order to protect civilians in Libya and he has continually emphasized the 
need, as this proceeds, to make sure that civilians in Libya will be pro-
tected.’136 Therewith, the UN had seemed to give its approval to the overall 
manner in which NATO was conducting its operations and that the 
mission objectives were carried out within the mandate.
 Second, military operations based on the responsibility to protect, R2P, 
or protection of civilians mandate, are likely to be viewed with even more 
scrutiny with regard to civilian casualties than current military operations 
already are. Such a mandate and the use of high level precision weaponry, 
combined with increased media pressure and inquiry committees that are 
charged with investigating incidents, increasingly seems to push military 
operations towards zero civilian casualty wars as the only publicly and 
politically accepted level. From a legal perspective, this level is stricter than 
the established legal parameters within which hostilities may be con-
ducted. The acceptance of fewer and fewer civilian casualties creates an 
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impression that the law of armed conflict has been breached in situations, 
when in fact, it was not. This may diminish the [moral] legitimacy of the 
overall military operation. Interestingly, responsibility to protect as a basis 
for military operations also appears to have effect on the ius in bello aspects 
of conducting hostilities, as it may have effect on the questions of propor-
tionality and necessity, at least in the sense of moral (normative) legiti-
macy but possibly also of legal (practical) legitimacy. There may be both a 
higher threshold of military necessity and a different, stricter, interpreta-
tion of what is deemed excessive, seen against the purpose of the mandate. 
If not legally, then at least morally the acceptance of civilian casualties 
becomes a politically sensitive issue when executing a R2P-mandate. The 
operational realism of this must however be taken into account.
 Third, and last, the Libya operation has shown from a maritime per-
spective that naval forces must be prepared to operate in a ‘multi- role’ 
capacity. The Libya campaign put some naval forces in both an enforce-
ment role in reference to economic sanctions and arms embargo, as well 
as supporting an ‘all necessary measures’ mandate that involved kinetic 
targeting. As such, naval forces were an integral part of the overall 
mandate (including the protection of civilians), and not just there to 
prevent certain items reaching land from the sea. In addition, the Libya 
campaign showed that the maritime dimension must take into considera-
tion that refugee streams may be an issue not only on land, but similar 
challenges which could affect the mission occur also at sea.
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4 Executing strategy from the air

Anders Nygren

Introduction

Air power played a decisive role from start to end in the 2011 military cam-
paign mounted by NATO and coalition forces in Libya. Less than 48 hours 
following the adoption of resolution 1973 on 17 March, French warplanes 
and American and British Tomahawk cruise missiles were heading for 
Libya in an effort to eliminate a significant portion of Colonel Muammar 
Gaddafi’s air defence. Within a week NATO declared that it would assume 
leadership over the implementation of the UN- mandated no- fly zone, 
along with the arms embargo.1 When Operation Unified Protector ended 
seven months later, NATO and the broader coalition of national forces 
had carried out an estimated 26,000 sorties over Libya, more than half of 
which were strike sorties, with most targets in major cities or ports such as 
Tripoli, Brega, Misrata and Sirte.2 All in all almost 6000 targets were 
reportedly hit, among which roughly 300 ammunition dumps, 600 battle 
tanks and armoured personnel carriers and 400 rocket launchers.
 In the 2011 Libya campaign airpower thus played the lead role, a devel-
opment that students of war science have just begun to examine more ser-
iously. The experiences from Libya will no doubt feed into the intense 
debate over the utility of airpower in contemporary military conflict that 
has been going on for at least two decades. Arguably, it was the massive 
use of airpower in the first Gulf War against Iraq in 1991, inspired by the 
ideas of US Air Force Colonel John Warden, which first provoked this 
debate. The discussion widened and deepened following NATO’s 
bombing campaign against Serbian forces in Kosovo and parts of Serbia in 
1999, as a result of the specific challenges in the European theatre of oper-
ations. While the Libya campaign resembled the first Gulf War in several 
respects, there is no denying that the complex political management of 
the operation had similarities with the 1999 Kosovo operation.
 The reasons for relying heavily on airpower in the Libya campaign was 
the UN Security Council resolution 1973, which prohibited the deploy-
ment of ground troops.3 There were simply few realistic alternatives to 
launching a massive air assault. But can and should airpower have a 
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leading role in executing strategy as well? For example, would it be pos-
sible to degrade the Libyan air defences to such an extent that the enemy’s 
capability to challenge the no- fly zone as well as to attack the civilian popu-
lation was virtually eliminated?
 This chapter begins by posing some generic questions concerning the 
use of airpower while paying attention to the experience of using airpower 
since the end of the Cold War. After a brief description of the particular 
legal requirements put in place by Security Council resolution 1973, the 
chapter turns to the Libyan setting. The evolution of and tensions within 
the mission are outlined and analysed, from the overlapping national 
operations launched in late March by the United States, the United 
Kingdom, France and Canada, to the NATO- led Unified Protector frame-
work replacing the former.4 The chapter concludes by arguing that 
depending on the setting, airpower can indeed be a vital instrument in 
regaining the peace.

Airpower as a strategic tool

There is not one set air warfare theory but several ones based upon differ-
ent types of war or conflict. For example, Colonel (retd) John Warden, 
United States Air Force believes that airpower is an offensive and strategic 
tool by nature, while Robert Pape and Martin van Creveld believe that air 
force should be subordinated to the army and primarily support the 
ground commanders, as the strategic effect of air power is overrated.5 In 
the aftermath of the first Gulf War, Warden nevertheless created a model 
that was supposedly applicable to any given situation. This so- called ‘5 ring 
model’ aims at furthering a general understanding of what factors impact 
on airpower performances.6 However useful, Warden’s 5 ring model over-
looks the fact that modern conflicts tend to be very complicated. The fight 
against insurgents and pirates requires new approaches. Moreover, acting 
against regimes suppressing its citizens requires cautious campaigns. Use 
of power in modern wars also involves delicate legal issues (see Chapter 3 
in this volume) and acceptance of collateral damage is low. The accept-
ance of collateral damage might depend on the level of conflict, but aerial 
warfare has never been as restricted as in the current era.
 Still, recent technological developments impacting on reach, range and 
speed have changed both the usage of and understanding of airpower and 
provide reasons for strengthened belief in Warden’s general view of air-
power as a strategic tool. Whereas in the past fighters barely made it to the 
battlefield and back, today they are able to perform undetected deep 
strikes with precision.
 The altered significance of reach has changed the settings for aerial 
warfare. The range of modern fighters is steadily increasing, as is the 
ability to conduct air- to-air refuelling (AAR). In the Libyan conflict almost 
every aircraft was able to conduct AAR. British and US warplanes left from 
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their regular bases in the UK and the US, flew to the Mediterranean, per-
formed their missions and returned home.7 For the B- 2s, the missions 
were 25 hours long and demanded several refuellings, both on the way to 
Libya and back.8 This demonstrates that it is possible to do out- of-area mis-
sions without having to re- deploy the air units to forward bases. The strike 
may also be delivered without warning the opponent in advance.
 Next to reach, speed makes air power unique. No other military division 
service can provide a credible worldwide power projection in less than 
hours. However, most of the tanker fleet belongs to the US. Aircraft 
carriers can compensate for the lack of AAR, but the hull is limited to a 
certain number of aircraft. The development of platforms and different 
weapon systems has changed the settings during the past 30 years. Instead 
of carpet bombing delivered from huge bombers, there are precision 
guided munitions in every aspect. Precision guided munitions existed 
before, but in recent conflicts the need to avoid collateral damage has 
increased their usage. A typical example is the American Tomahawk cruise 
missile, which was constructed in the 1970s but whose real breakthrough 
came with increased demands on precision bombing in the first Gulf War. 
In the Libyan campaign, both old and new versions of the Tomahawk 
Land Attack Missile (TLAM) came into frequent use. The demand for pre-
cision was extraordinary as noncombatant losses caused by the coalition 
forces would affect the overall mission decisively.
 The accuracy of the cruise missiles in general must be considered very 
good, since their navigation is controlled by multiple systems. Alongside 
the Royal and Italian Air Force, the French Air Force used an air- launched 
cruise missile based on the same platform, named Storm Shadow (British 
version) or Scalp (French version).9 This is a lethal stand- off weapon as it 
enables strikes at long distance, while keeping the platform and aircrew at 
a safer distance from the opponents’ surface- to-air missiles (SAM) and 
anti- aircraft artillery (AAA). The cruise missiles are used primarily for 
striking at fixed targets, although the latest development may include both 
moving targets and multiple mode targets.10 Another stand- off weapon is 
the British Brimstone missile.11 Its dual- mode seeker and long range makes 
it a lethal weapon for every mechanized unit. The French Air Force also 
uses several stand- off missiles, which showed an extraordinary degree of 
precision despite operating far away from the targets. They took out a 
Libyan battle tank at over 55 km using the Armament Air- Sol Modulaire 
(AASM), as well as an aircraft that violated the no- fly zone, after it 
landed.12 Striking targets such as tanks or mechanized units are not 
unique, but what is noticeable here is the large distance from which they 
operated. Stealth is not a new technology, but reduces the ability of detec-
tion in view of an old air defence system. During the early stages of opera-
tion, the US used the B- 2 Spirit bomber to reduce the Libyan possibility to 
gain and maintain air superiority. Stealth aircraft, combined with active 
jamming of both radar and communications, served to avoid detection.
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 Unmanned aerial systems are another area that has a big impact on 
operations. The possibility to launch an unmanned mission reduces the 
risks in operations. Moreover, the ability of unmanned aerial vehicles 
(UAV) to stay in an area for a long time, performing surveillance and even 
limited close air support missions, might prove decisive in a ground war, 
especially if the opponent is unable to respond and claims any form of air 
superiority. Continuous surveillance makes it hard for the opponent’s 
ground and surface forces to remain hidden. Both the US Global Hawk 
and the Predator were used during the conflict, especially after the Libyan 
SAM- sites were taken out. When it comes to exploiting the latest techno-
logy, the US stands out as the main contributor in Operation Unified Pro-
tector. Despite its low profile, the US commitment was the key to unlock 
the Libya air defence.
 Another absolutely vital asset was the P- 3 Orion, but not in its ordinary 
role as a maritime patrol asset; rather, it provided the commanders with 
intelligence and surveyed specially designated areas. The P- 3 Orion is not 
new, but its cameras and sensors provided the coalition with unique cap-
abilities. One of the tools that is often overlooked and not counted as an 
extremely valuable contributor are the different link systems. To achieve 
situational awareness, information is shared and passed on between differ-
ent platforms, to maximize the efficiency and minimize the risk for each 
mission.
 Is then airpower able to deliver strategic effect in lack of ground forces? 
It is easy to be seduced by all the airpower possibilities listed above. Yet, 
airpower certainly has its limitations – including with regards to weather 
conditions during take- offs and landings – and especially when it comes to 
peace building operations. It is hard to ‘gain hearts and minds’ from 
10,000 feet. In Afghanistan, the use of airpower mainly consisted of sup-
porting the ground units. The strategic effect was also limited as most of 
the strategic targets were located outside of Afghanistan. Nonetheless, with 
regards to Libya, airpower delivered the strategic lever so badly needed. 
When airborne, the fighters and the air defense can provide force protec-
tion for both Army and Navy units. It can use a variety of weapons, includ-
ing precision guided munitions and, if necessary, carpet bomb an area to 
prohibit a massive force build- up by the opponent. Without force protec-
tion from above, all surface and ground operations are subject to consider-
able risks. The second battle of Benghazi demonstrates that a fairly 
straightforward regime ground operation was brought to nothing when 
the threat from the coalition airpower was neglected. The air campaign is 
analysed in greater detail below.

Resolution 1973 from the viewpoint of air operations

With the UN Security Council Resolution 1973, it was clear that the 
situation in Libya required a quick and strong response. Some military 
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officers and politicians had argued that airpower was unsuitable to do the 
job, yet the Arab League had called for an operation that would secure 
lives of the civilians and prevent Libyan government forces from using air-
power. The statement by the Arab League was essential to provide a 
military intervention with legitimacy.13 There was in the end no alternative 
for the coalition but to rely on airpower and a naval contribution (see 
Chapter 5 of this volume). The situation in Libya had to be stabilized 
before any humanitarian aid and assistance could be provided and before 
any peace talks could take place.
 A no- fly zone cannot prevent an actor from flying, but ensures that any 
activity will be dealt with according to the pre- set conditions decided for 
the zone. The no- fly zone in Libya included preventing any unauthorized 
flight from taking place, regardless of origin. From a strictly military point 
of view several problems arose when establishing the no- fly zone.
 First, the no- fly zone had to be enforced while protecting civilians on 
the ground.14 Second, the large area required large assets to enforce the 
no- fly zone. The size of the zone made it hard for the coalition forces to 
reach all over the area.15 AAR was mandatory to reach the southern part of 
the no- fly zone, as was the case for targets in and around the Sheeba 
region. Third, there was the avoidance of possible threats from SAM. The 
Libyan Armed Forces were considered as a force to be reckoned with. At 
the start of the conflict, Libya was one of the largest Air Forces in north-
ern Africa and while it might not have been a major problem for the coali-
tion forces, it would certainly be out of reach of the rebels. The 
SAM- systems were old and the majority of the missiles were not opera-
tional.16 According to several sources, parts were taken from many differ-
ent systems to ensure a few operational SAM- sites along the coastline. Even 
if numbers were exaggerated, the SAM- threat was imminent in northern 
Libya. Fourth, enforcing the UNSCR 1973 was problematic as it would be 
hard to separate the rebels from the Libyan army – who used practically 
the same equipment and tactics – when airborne, especially in close 
quarter combat. The coalition soon recognized that rather than carpet 
bombing, there was a need for intelligence and taking out small and spe-
cific targets.
 Fifth, the Libyan Navy was a concern, as it was equipped with the 
surface- to-air missile SA- N-4 and posed a limited threat to all air operations 
below 15,000 feet.17 The ability to support Libyan ground forces with naval 
gunfire and the capability to enforce a blockade outside important sea-
ports would make the rebel situation difficult. The Libyan Navy might also 
pose a threat to coalition air operations if they were allowed to leave port, 
not only with its SAM- systems, but also potentially affecting other ships 
that supported the air operations. The French aircraft carrier Charles de 
Gaulle would be a major target for the Libyan Navy. Despite the fact that 
they were outnumbered, they still possessed the surface- to-surface missile 
OTOMAT onboard the frigates.18 In addition, there were other systems 
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onboard the corvettes.19 Other ships in the region, for example the USS 
Kearsarge, contributed to the air operation, providing combat search and 
rescue (CSAR), to name a few.20 They would be vulnerable to an attack, 
even though a quick view of the coalition order of battle makes this less 
realistic. The threat to the coalition’s maritime operations should still not 
be overrated, as the coalition forces were massive. The vital question, then, 
remains; would the Libyan forces be able to pose substantial problems for 
the air campaign?

The air arena capabilities of the Libyan Defense Forces

A closer look indicates several weaknesses of the Libyan Armed Forces (see 
Chapter 6 for further detail of the Libyan Army). The Libyan Army had 
been used in Chad quite recently, yet there were no indications that it had 
been able to implement current experiences in the training of units.21 Fur-
thermore, the units were poorly trained and badly equipped. Most of the 
equipment and armament had been purchased from the Soviet Union in 
the early 1980s. Some of the stock had been upgraded, but most of it was 
more or less outdated by Western standards. The exception might have 
been a few brigades, including the ‘Khamis’ Brigade (see below). Yet, the 
rebels had problems dealing with armoured units, attack helicopters and 
the airpower belonging to the regime. Moreover, shelling from the artil-
lery units made rebel movements more or less impossible. It needs to be 
pointed out that the rebels’ main weapons were assault rifles and at best a 
few old Russian- built battle tanks.
 The Libyan Air Force was established in 1951 and was normally used to 
fly trainers and transport. The first fighters were bought in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s, as the Gadaffi regime’s Air Force was established. The 
majority of the equipment was purchased from the Soviet Union, but 
Libya also bought 36 Mirage F1 from France, to be used as air superiority 
fighters. At the time, Libya could demonstrate impressive numbers with 
regards to the total number of airframes.
 At the start of the Libyan Civil War; Libya had one of the largest air 
forces in North Africa, although many of the aircraft had never been 
upgraded or modernized. For instance, only 12 out of the 36 F1s were 
modernized. Much of the air fleet was old and outdated. The Mirage F1 
could serve as an example: originally 36 were bought from France, as a 
multirole fighter; only four were actually upgraded; two of these fled to 
Malta, after having received an order to bomb Libyan civilians, and 
another one was shot down by anti- Gadaffi forces. The Libyan MiG- 21s are 
another example; these did not fly at all, due to reported serviceability 
issues.22 Out of 170 MiG- 23s delivered, only 20 per cent are believed to 
have been flyable aircraft.
 Moreover, since the majority of aircraft were manufactured in the 
former Soviet Union, the doctrinal perspective and adopted philosophy 
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were inspired by the Soviet Union, which meant that pilots were more or 
less controlled from the ground, leaving many of the decisions to the 
fighter controller. The same applied to the SAM- systems. The strong hier-
archy made improvising and adapting difficult at unit level, especially as 
the system relied on orders and information coming from the higher 
command. With orders and information missing, the whole air defence 
system was crippled. This might have been one of the reasons for the 
passive reactions to the no- fly zone on the part of the Libyans.
 Furthermore, a fair share of contracted Libyan officers were involved, 
pilots as well as maintenance personnel and technical crews, from a variety 
of countries such as Syria, former Yugoslavia, Russia, South Africa, North 
Korea and Pakistan.23 Libya also purchased a substantial number of train-
ers and light attack aircraft from former Yugoslavia. When purchasing the 
Mirage F1, Libyans frequently visited and were trained in the Dassault 
factory. Interestingly enough, this was a time when French and Libyan 
forces went head to head south of Libya.24 Russian pilots have confirmed 
that the Libyan pilots had several problems. They were not accustomed to 
high G- force manoeuvres and seemed to have had problems with detect-
ing air targets and making lock- ons. Night operations were avoided com-
pletely, probably due to old navigation and radar systems, and the training 
was almost exclusively done in daylight as the pilots were unwilling to 
conduct night operations as they cannot locate their airbases going 
home.25 The Libyan Air Force was indeed involved in the Chad conflict, 
yet did not play a significant part; many of the operations were conducted 
at high altitude with a meagre result as a consequence.
 These shortcomings might be traced to insufficient training and to the 
fact that the Libyan airframes were downgraded by second- class Russian 
technology purchased in the 1980s. Three decades later it was outdated 
and its ineffectiveness affected the overall performance.
 In sum, the Libyan Air Force did not pose a threat for the coalition Air 
Forces (other than the SAM- systems), but it could be used to overrun the 
rebels, who faced difficulties even against old and outdated aircraft. Espe-
cially, the attack helicopters, such as the Mi- 24 and Mi- 35, and the light 
attack aircraft must be considered as a serious threat to the rebels. Accord-
ing to Marine Corps Commandant General James F. Amos, the helicopter 
force was the biggest threat to anti- Gadaffi forces.26

 Finally, as concerns the Libyan surface- to-air systems, it should be 
pointed out that the Air Defense Command seems to have merged with 
the Air Force from the late 1980s or early 1990s. The Air Defense 
Command had a variety of Soviet Union built surface- to-air missiles (SAM) 
and anti- aircraft artillery (AAA). Libya operated the SA- 2 GAINFUL, SA- 3 
GOA, SA- 5 GAMMON and SA- 6 GAINFUL. These different kinds of 
systems were used to protect the northern coastline with major SAM- 
systems around Tripoli, Misrata, Sirt, Benghazi and Tobruk. In addition, 
there were the SA- 8 GECKO and several handheld systems. The setup for 
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the air defense can be compared to the situation around Baghdad in the 
first Gulf War.27

 The SA- 2 system is perhaps most well- known for the shooting down of 
U- 2 pilot Gary Powers over Soviet Union in 1960. It was used by North 
Vietnam to defend Hanoi and the main seaport of Haiphong during the 
Vietnam War. The SA- 2 (or S- 75) was designed for non- manoeuvring, 
high- altitude targets, such as the B- 52 bomber. As the accuracy is not 
impressive multiple missiles are fired at each target. Each SAM- site has its 
own radar attached. The SA- 2 must be considered a threat to non- 
manoeuvring, high- altitude targets. It is sensitive to jamming and counter-
measures and its effectiveness against low- flying targets is questionable. 
Nevertheless, it has actually downed F- 4C and a SU- 27, the latter in the 
vicinity of Gudauta in the Abkhazian wars in 1993.
 The SA- 3 GOA medium- altitude surface- to-air missile system must be 
considered as a complement to the SA- 2. It has overall a shorter range 
than the SA- 2 but better manoeuvrability at low to medium levels and can 
make up for the low- level deficiencies of the SA- 2. It must still be acknow-
ledged as outdated and obsolete for modern fighters. SA- 5 GAMMON is a 
limited theatre air defence system. Its long range and high altitude cap-
ability needs to be considered even for a modern fighter. The SA- 5 system 
has limitations when it comes to low- level targets. The SA- 5 system might 
be dealt with using low- level tactics, but it can still pose problems for air- to-
air refueling and AWACS flying in orbits at high altitudes. The SA- 6 is the 
most up- to-date of the larger SAM- systems existing in Libya.
 The SA- 6 might have a shorter range compared to the other surface- to-
air missiles, but it has a better accuracy. Possibly, the biggest advantage is 
the ability to follow the ground units, providing cover up to 30,000 feet. In 
a comparison between the different systems, the SA- 6 would be harder to 
locate and hit since it is not limited by fixed positions like the SA- 2, SA- 3 
and SA- 5. In addition the Libyan Army possessed the SA- 8 and the Crotale 
systems. These systems would still be a concern but could be avoided with 
manoeuvre, speed and altitude; the same goes for the multiple hand- held 
systems used by the Libyans.
 Most of the old outdated systems were hampered by their single target 
capability and were vulnerable to countermeasures, especially when it 
comes to the older SAM- systems as the SA- 2, SA- 3 and SA- 5. Regardless of 
the date of the equipment, the systems existed in fairly large numbers, 
which caused some challenges. Some of the missiles were certainly not 
operational, but even if just 10 per cent worked, this would be enough to 
expose some of the air- crews to danger.
 In conclusion, it can be argued that the Libyan surface- to-air missiles 
posed a real threat to air operations and that the threat level was particu-
larly high for the big, slow movers at high altitude. In spite of the fact that 
the majority of the SAM- systems were outdated, it was risky to enter the 
airspace without taking proper precautions. The Libyan SAM- systems were 
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one of the main concerns when enforcing the no- fly zone. When the 
threat was reduced by the absence of Libyan fighters, the no- fly zone could 
still be challenged by mobile surface- to-air missiles such as the SA- 6. Yet, 
even though the Libyan Armed forces had large forces at the govern-
ment’s disposal, equipment was largely outdated and maintenance 
neglected. Moreover, although Libya had participated in several conflicts, 
the Armed Forces seemed not to have implemented their experiences 
from this training. The experiences of officers and crews from the many 
countries involved in the Libyan Air Force did not seem to have been 
passed on. One of the reasons might be that many of the advanced systems 
were controlled by mercenaries. It seems as though the loyalist forces 
lacked the strategic, operational and tactical acuity to counter the coali-
tion, and the outcome was almost a given.

From Odyssey Dawn to Unified Protector

During the spring of 2011, it became obvious that Colonel Gadaffi would 
respond to the uprising using Security Forces and harsh measures against 
civilians. Colonel Gaddafi ordered the Army, Navy and Air Force into 
operations against the Libyan people. Opposition forces were badly armed 
at the start of the conflict, having no more than handguns and AK- 47s at 
their disposal. The threat from the regular Army was massive, yet control-
lable, but the threat from the Navy and the Air Force was out of reach of 
the anti- Gaddafi forces.
 When the situation in Libya took a turn for the worse, there were four 
ongoing air operations:

28

29

30

31

These four operations may not have been completely integrated. The 
Odyssey Dawn operation was supposed to take the lead. The command 
and control were partly performed from USS Mount Whitney and liaison 
officers from France and UK were present.32 Despite having French liai-
sons onboard, the British and the Americans were taken off- guard when 
the French decided to strike against ground forces outside Benghazi. 
When NATO took over, the command and control were performed from 
ACC Izmir and the CAOC in Poggio Renatico.
 The risk for blue- on-blue was present in the early stages of the conflict, 
since there were four separate chains of command and national interests 
involved. While the American operation started with a conventional 
approach by degrading the Libyan air defence and targeting SAM- sites, 
command and control and communication nodes before tasking air 



112  A. Nygren

operations over Libya, the French launched an attack on the Gaddafi field 
forces outside Benghazi. Either the French intelligence concerning SAM- 
threats was updated, or they took a risk sending in fighters in the vicinity of 
Gaddafi ground forces. Simultaneously, there was another ongoing opera-
tion – Unified Protector – which at the time had a naval focus, using mari-
time assets to form a blockade outside Libya (see Chapter 5 in this volume.).
 Merging the efforts into a united action would require solving numer-
ous issues. The United States was engaged at an early stage and provided 
the most kinetic effect of all countries included, but was reluctant to take 
over the command and control. The French were more positive, but the 
question was whether they had the abilities. Turkish Prime Minister Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğ an argued that the French president was starting his re- 
election campaign rather than supporting the civilians in Libya.33 The UK 
would have the ability, but was reluctant.
 The command and control finally ended up inside NATO, yet many of 
the NATO nations could not agree upon the level of commitment (see 
Chapter 1 in this volume). The command and control was certainly the 
main issue but there were others. Only a few of the key players in NATO 
actually contributed to the operation as a whole. One contributing factor 
might have been the involvement in Afghanistan and Iraq. The Nether-
lands used to be one of the driving nations in air operations, but seems to 
have adopted a lower profile recently. Despite the limited size of their air 
forces, it seems as if the Scandinavian countries could provide a valuable 
contribution in different roles. Noticeably, Norway and Denmark con-
tributed to the same degree as other nations. Even if Norway pulled out 
early, its contribution was acknowledged. The Danes almost ran out of 
bombs and had to make sudden mid- operations replenishment.34

 Contributing nations from outside NATO experienced some obstacles. 
The participation of Qatar, Jordan and the United Arab Emirates was 
important in providing the operation with legitimacy in the Arab world. 
Sweden also joined the operation, based at the Sigonella Airbase. 
Although the participating countries were well received, there were issues 
when it came to IFF (Identification, friend or foe), crypto and modem.35 
Receiving an air tasking order (ATO) and airspace control order (ACO) 
required knowledge of the NATO setup. Coalition members outside of 
NATO needed to hook up with a mentor inside the Alliance community 
in order to get all the information needed.36 The Swedish Air Force pro-
vided tactical reconnaissance for the operation, yet despite being one of 
the providers of tactical reconnaissance alongside the Italians, they had 
difficulties in accessing reports.

The initial phase: the battle of Benghazi

The battle of Benghazi, taken to be the start of the Libyan Civil war, 
started on 17 February and ended three days later, when the rebels took 
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control of the city. Benghazi was a crucial city in the civil war. It was vital 
for the rebels and the coalition to keep Benghazi under rebel control. For 
the government forces, taking Benghazi would have been a big step in 
crushing the rebellions, although the rest of eastern Libya needed to be 
controlled as well.
 During March, government forces gathered south of Benghazi to 
prepare for a big push. Around 7.30 a.m. on 19 March loyalist artillery 
started to fire and one hour later mechanized units entered the city limits 
through the west gate. Opposition armoured units started to engage the 
12 T- 72 that were first to enter the city. The leading T- 72 tank was hit and 
the initial attack by the loyalist troops was repulsed.37 In the afternoon, the 
rebels even launched a MiG- 23 that crashed in the Benghazi surroundings. 
Whether the cause of the accident was an engine failure or friendly fire 
remains unclear. In the afternoon, it became obvious that another push by 
the loyalists was being prepared.
 Simultaneously, president Nicolas Sarkozy held a private session con-
cerning the Libyan crisis in Paris, informing British prime minister David 
Cameron and secretary of state Hillary Clinton that French aircraft from 
Armée de la Air was about to strike targets inside Libya, if they had no 
objections.38 About 48 hours after the resolution was implemented, the 
French Air Force tasked fighters to the northeastern coastline of Libya. At 
4.00 p.m. on 19 March, French Mirage and Rafale fighters entered Libyan 
airspace. The fighters patrolled the skies over Benghazi to prevent any 
attempt by the Gaddafi forces to enter the city of Benghazi. The Rafales 
engaged multiple tanks and four tanks were destroyed.39

 The loyalist unit stopped outside Benghazi and the attempt to take the 
city was temporarily abandoned. The units withdrew to regroup southwest 
of the city. From an operational point of view, the strike might not have 
changed the outcome but the psychological impact on both sides cannot 
be underestimated. The Libyan government forces seem to have underes-
timated the determination and fighting will of the rebels. Moreover, 
according to several sources, many of the soldiers in the regular Army 
committed mutiny and helped the anti- Gaddafi forces to re- equip.40 After 
a few days of intense fighting, the rebels gained control over an Army base 
and the Katiba compound. Much of the better equipment was however 
stored closer to Tripoli. Some mercenaries were executed during the 
process and according to unofficial sources about 500 rebels and 200 sol-
diers from the Libyan Army were killed.41 Benghazi ended up being the 
rebel stronghold. In the former Army bases, the rebels found weapons, 
military vehicles and older tanks.
 This was the start for the massive air campaign of the coalition forces 
directed against the Libyan Armed Forces under Gaddafi’s control. Shortly 
after the French attack on Benghazi, US and UK ships fired more than 
110 Tomahawk cruise missiles at multiple targets.42 The 20-plus targets 
were mainly connected to the integrated air defence system, such as 
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C2-nodes, SAM- sites and other command and control centres.43 AV- 8 Har-
riers from USMC assault ship USS Kearsarge continued to attack Libyan 
army convoys heading for Benghazi. At the end of the day (19 March) the 
government forces eventually came to a stop outside of Benghazi. After 
the first days of fighting it became clear to the coalition forces that one of 
the objectives of the campaign must be to prevent Libyan forces from 
entering the rebel stronghold.
 The battle for Benghazi was on hold, but the US and UK forces con-
tinued to pound the air defence and air bases. British Tornados starting 
from the UK air- to-air refuelled three times, dropped Storm Shadow cruise 
missiles against air bases and fixed SAM- sites and returned.44 Italian, US 
and UK aircraft provided a cover, jamming radars and communication. 
Libyan government forces could barely get a grip over the situation, let 
alone act to gain some freedom of movement. In the first day, almost every 
radar site was blacked out or hit by precision guided munitions. Some of 
the cruise missiles targeted Tripoli and the Gaddafi compound. Rumours 
said that Gaddafi himself was targeted, even though missiles were allegedly 
aimed at the command centre inside the vast presidential compound and 
not at Gaddafi himself.45 The intelligence reports stated that the command 
post was connected to the objectives of the operation. Confidence in US 
ability was high and a statement by the Joint Chiefs of Staff indicated 
target areas and even specific targets on the following days.46

 After the first day of air operations, the outcome seemed successful, 
although battle damage assessment not had reached the Pentagon.47 More 
than 110 missiles had been launched from ships, submarines and airplanes 
and over 20 strategic targets had been taken out. Areas around Tripoli, 
Misrata, Sirte, Ajdabiya and Benghazi were prioritized. Later, in a press 
conference held in Washington, the Director of Joint Chiefs of Staff 
acknowledged that 126 Tomahawk cruise missiles were initially fired at 
more than 20 targets. The cruise missiles were fired from both US ships 
and one UK ship. At the time, the units involved were not revealed, but 
one of the ships was the UK submarine HMS Triumph that later partici-
pated in several ways to end the conflict.48

 The locations of the targets, primarily Tripoli, Misrata and Sirte, were 
shown at a press conference and Vice Admiral William Gortney admitted 
that the targets were mainly connected to the Libyan integrated air 
defence. The US and UK fired another 12 missiles at several targets and 
seemed to be targeting the area south of Benghazi as well. It is not 
farfetched to assume that those targets were connected to the loyalist 
mechan ized units on their way to Benghazi.
 The first days seem to have been shattering for the Libyan air defence. 
After 23 March there were no indications of Libyan radar emissions. 
Before the SA- 5s were taken out, the use of the coalition forces’ UAV 
system Global Hawk – used to gather intelligence – was limited. Even 
though modern fighters have electronic countermeasures available, the 
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systems would still pose a threat to supporting air operations such as air- to-
air refuelling, airborne command and control and maritime surveillance. 
For the same reasons, the U- 2s were used, but only after the SAM- threat 
was reduced.
 Other targets did not end up on the target list. According to US offi-
cials, Muammar Gaddafi was not on the target list.49 The anti- aircraft artil-
lery and the mobile SAM- systems were also left out initially, partly because 
of the difficulty of taking out mobile targets and partly because the threat 
could be handled with manoeuvres, speed, altitude and countermeasures. 
Only targets violating the no- fly zone or units that might pose a threat to 
Libyan civilians ended up on the target list. The problems with separating 
civilians from Gaddafi troops were thoroughly examined, but it was also 
stressed that all air crews were thoroughly briefed and rather would abort 
than attack a target not identified as loyalist troops engaging or preparing 
to engage civilians.50

Gaining and maintaining air superiority

It is remarkable how fast the US, UK and France achieved air superiority. 
Equally interesting is that the Libyan Armed Forces did very little to 
counter the situation. There were almost no radar emissions after the first 
few days of fighting, which indicates that the Libyan Air Force had almost 
given up the war in the air. The Libyan inability to challenge the no- fly 
zone might have depended on several factors. If the Libyan Air Force 
partly consisted of pilots from other nations being paid to undertake low- 
risk missions against neighbours, what is the likelihood of them engaging 
in an aerial combat with a low chance of success? There is also a good 
chance that the Libyan Air Force did not wanted to engage civilian targets 
and even supported the uprising. Shortly before the coalition entered the 
arena two Libyan pilots fled to Malta after being ordered to bomb civil-
ians.51 There are unconfirmed rumours that the whole Air Force academy 
outside Misrata defected.52

 Early in the morning of 20 March three B- 2 Spirits penetrated Libyan 
airspace and targeted the Ghardabiya airfield outside of Sirte.53 The B- 2s 
were stationed at Whiteman AFB in Missouri, US, and had to make a fairly 
long flight before entering Libyan airspace. The B- 2s were used in order 
to avoid detection by Libyan radar. Stealth in combination with electronic 
countermeasures and massive jamming from EA- 18 Growlers made them 
practically invisible to the Libyan radar system.54 The B- 2s took out 45 
hardened shelters during their raid and cruise missiles took out another 
15 shelters. The targeting of the Ghardabiya airbase might have served 
several purposes. The Libyan Air Force was, for example, prevented from 
using the shelters for hiding and protecting aircraft, and lost some of the 
few remaining operational fighters. Whatever the damage, the hardened 
shelters would no longer protect any Libyan asset.
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 Later during the campaign, the B- 2s were replaced by the B- 1B 
Lancer.55 Even if the crucial parts of the Libyan air defence had been 
taken out at this point, the remaining air defence was a concern to the 
coalition forces. In particular, the mobile SA- 6 systems could cause prob-
lems if they appeared in key areas. Leaving other missions in Iraq, US 
F/A–18 Growlers were retasked to join the operation, their main objec-
tives being to jam radars, making a coalition aircraft lock- on impossible 
for the Libyans. Jamming radars and hitting aircraft shelters were part of 
the tactics to gain air superiority, which was a fundamental to the enforce-
ment of the no- fly zone. At the same time, British Tornados and US F- 15s 
were pounding targets inside Libya. It soon became evident that the 
Libyan Air Force was incapable of countering these initial actions by the 
coalition forces.
 Shortly after the air operations started, a psyops version of the C- 130 
(EC- 130J)56 would patrol the waters outside Libya, transmitting radio mes-
sages in Arabic, English and French (see Chapter 5 for further detail on 
the naval dimensions of the campaign). The message was simple: if a vessel 
leaves port it becomes a legal target and will be destroyed.57 There were 
several reasons for keeping the Libyan Navy in port: the rebels would not 
have any chance to counter naval gunfire support, the freedom of move-
ment using the sea for the rebels, refugees and wounded would be limited 
and, finally, the Libyan navy could be a threat to the coalition’s Navy oper-
ations. USMC assault ship USS Kearsarge and the aircraft carrier Charles De 
Gaulle could be targeted by the Libyan Navy. Keeping all Libyan vessels in 
port would certainly remove some of the risks, and in addition would limit 
the Libyan attempt to effect low- level air operations.
 Benghazi was still not taken by the government forces and after a build-
 up the loyalist forces advanced again towards the city. French fighters took 
action and stopped the convoy just south of Benghazi. The attack was dev-
astating for the government troops. In just an hour 70 battle tanks, APCs 
and trucks were destroyed.58 A rocket launcher and a mobile SAM- battery 
were also taken out. The brigade- sized unit came to a stop in the Benghazi 
suburbs.
 From a strictly military standpoint the outcome of the situation was 
important. Benghazi remained intact as a rebel stronghold and again, the 
morale of the rebels was significantly boosted. For the government side 
the outcome was fearsome. It became clear that any further advance on 
the ground was subject to high risks and the current positions were 
exposed, with the lack of reinforcement from ground- based air defence. 
The personnel and equipment lost in the fight was more or less irreplace-
able. Even if reinforcements arrived, the air superiority held by the French 
speeded up reinforcements for the opposing force. The morale in the gov-
ernment troops decreased and the situation was uncontrollable.
 On 22 March, the US lost an F- 15, due to technical failure. It went down 
close to the city of Benghazi, after a mission against Gaddafi ‘missile 
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capabilities’.59 Both the pilot and the navigator ejected. The pilot was 
shortly afterwards picked up by a USMC unit and the navigator was taken 
care of by the ‘Libya Free Forces’ and was soon back in US hands. The 
wreck of the F- 15 was later bombed, to avoid parts and information ending 
up in other countries. The no- fly zone was protected by the Eurofighter 
Typhoon and tactical reconnaissance was carried out by a Tornado. 
Remaining SAM- sites showing hostile intent were taken out. Simultan-
eously there was fighting in the vicinity of some cities that coalition forces 
managed to end only momentarily. This was the case in Misrata, where the 
distance was short between fighting units with similar equipment and uni-
forms. The risks of hitting the wrong targets were high.60

 During the early phases of the operation the missions were carried out 
by the US, UK and France. Gradually other nations joined the operation, 
such as Canada, Belgium, the Netherlands and Denmark. Between 17 and 
23 March the air operations focused on:

intent.

On 23 March, Vice Air Marshal Gregory Bagwell (RAF ) stated that the 
Libyan Air Force no longer existed as a fighting force and that the integ-
rated air defence systems were so degraded that it was possible to operate 
in Libyan airspace without any severe risk.61 Despite the loyalist defeat in 
Benghazi, hostilities continued. The opposing forces had held the western 
part of Misrata for some time and the loyalist forces began training gunfire 
on several targets, among them the hospital in western Misrata.62 In the 
first 13 days of the conflict the coalition forces had focused mainly on pre-
venting the Libyan army or government forces from entering Benghazi 
but also on significantly reducing the risk for air operations over Libya. 
Although the threat from the SAM- systems remained constant into April, 
the Libyan Air Force was no longer a fighting force that caused any 
concern.
 Operation Unified Protector started early as a result of the arms 
embargo. In the initial stage the main focus was to prevent the passage of 
any weapons into or out of the area and primarily it was a naval operation. 
Nevertheless, when the 1973 resolution was implemented and the disag-
reements over command and control issues between US, UK and France 
emerged, NATO and Unified Protector worked as the key to unlock the 
chain of command. Turkey had previously raised doubts about French 
leadership of the air operations.63 The French decided to step down and 
shortly after, the chain of command was declared, Operation Unified Pro-
tector begun and the former operations merged into one.
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 Taking a different perspective, the battle for air superiority was over. 
However, there was still a need to mop up all ground units fighting 
against civilians and potentially committing war crimes. The projection 
of air power was no easier, the objectives had simply changed. The 
threat level for the aircrews reduced, but there was still much to do. The 
chase was on to neutralize all units on the surface.64 The coming months 
the coalition were targeting the remaining parts of SAM- systems, tanks, 
trucks, ammunition facilities, command and control centres and 
artillery.

Civilian casualties and sinking of Navy vessels

The enforcement of the no- fly zone was mainly to prevent the Libyan Air 
Force using air assets against civilians. Despite the strict rules of engage-
ment and the self- imposed limitations mistakes did occur. On 1 April a 
convoy fired at an A- 10 Thunderbolt, which returned the fire in self- 
defence. Several rebels were killed and a few trucks were taken out.65 
The same day, civilians were killed and wounded when an ammunition 
truck was taken. The explosion damaged several buildings in the sur-
roundings.66 On 9 April the coalition detected and engaged a rebel 
MiG- 23 that took off from a base east of Benghazi. The MiG- 23 later 
returned to the base. The ground campaign was the focus of the opera-
tion throughout May. Some of the Libyan government vessels caused 
problems for the coalition, offsetting the rebels and continuing to 
support harassment of civilians.
 When fighting occurred along the coastline, the Libyan Navy avoided 
using their frigates and corvettes, most likely because they were easy to 
spot and consequently would be targeted (see Chapter 5 for further 
detail on the naval dimensions of the campaign). Libyan Special Forces 
were using smaller boats to avoid detection, managing to mine the ports 
of Misrata and disembark troops in the rebels’ rear area. The Libyan 
Navy and the Libyan Special Forces also prevented any movements 
around the coast, including that of wounded and displaced persons. The 
Libyan loyalists relied heavily on the Army, but the Navy was used for 
various supporting operations. It became necessary to make a statement 
and on 20 May several Navy vessels were targeted. British Tornados and 
French Mirages were tasked to an anti- surface mission in order to reduce 
or neutralize Libyan possibilities of using the Navy. Almost every one of 
the remaining Libyan Navy vessels was targeted. A few missions were 
aborted, due to the risk of collateral damage, but most of the vessels 
were either sunk or damaged. A factory constructing small patrol boats 
and, according to some sources, the location of some of the Special 
Forces were also hit. The decision to take out the Libyan Navy was ques-
tioned, but it led to the isolation of the Army and rendering it vulner-
able to attacks from the air.
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The chase of the Khamis Brigade

From May to August the coalition forces flew about 140 missions per day, 
of which roughly one- third were strike missions. By mid- June it became 
hard to find targets to engage. One of the reasons was that the loyalist 
troops were using civilian vehicles and infrastructure. Due to the strict 
rules of engagement and self- imposed limitations, the smaller number of 
targets affected the missions. In September and October air activities 
reduced as remaining targets were few.
 Yet when the Air Force, SAM- sites and the Navy were neutralized, the 
operation picked up pace and moved on to push the Gaddafi loyalist 
ground units, especially those considered a threat to the Libyan popula-
tion. After the first strikes it was apparent that government troops in 
exposed positions could be taken out from a distance. Loyalists then 
started to blend among civilians or act dispersed in the cities. During 
convoys on public roads they purposely tried to move along with the civil-
ians, who became human shields.
 The UN pressure for no collateral damage made surgical strikes a pre-
requisite for engaging targets. A fighter could do the job, but there were 
other air assets better suited with a lower speed. The British and French 
brought in their attack helicopter units in early June and took part in the 
operations shortly after.67 Attack helicopters would be a valuable asset as 
they could move in closer to the targets than the regular aircraft, apart 
from the A- 10.
 The regime forces and the rebels carried the same weapons, which 
made it necessary to make adjustments to avoid collateral damage. For the 
same reasons the Americans provided the operation with some special 
assets such as AC- 130 gunships and A- 10 Warthogs. In a situation with 
existing SAM- systems those assets would be vulnerable and the threat to a 
big slow mover like the AC- 130 would be crucial. Its deployment is built 
around the freedom of action in the air. The same goes for the A- 10. The 
vast benefit of bringing in the AC- 130 and A- 10 is the capacity to identify 
objects and precision in taking out ground targets.
 In early May the loyalist forces were pushed from Benghazi around the 
coast to Ajdabiya and Sirte. Rebels were still controlling the western parts 
of Misrata while the security brigades were making life difficult for citizens 
in the rest of the city. It was hard to move around, in particular to the 
western part where the hospital was located. Getting in and out of Misrata 
was also difficult since loyalist forces controlled the ports at the time. It 
became apparent that something needed to be done.
 The dissolution of the Khamis Brigade was one major key to ending the 
conflict. Khamis Gaddafi, the youngest son of Muammar Gaddafi, was the 
commander of the 32nd Reinforced Brigade. If the abilities of other parts 
of the Libyan Army could be doubted, the Khamis Brigade was an excep-
tion. The Brigade was manned by a substantial number of mercenaries, 
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where other brigades were manned by conscripts.68 The Brigade seemed 
to be a melting pot of mercenaries from several countries, including for 
instance Chad and Niger.69 The rate of desertion was lower and the troops 
were regarded as the loyal protector of the Gaddafi regime. The Brigade 
itself was referred to as the security brigade of the armed forces.70

 Khamis had received his military education in Russia and the Frunze 
military academy. The standard of armaments and training must be con-
sidered as much higher than the regular Army, and it is confirmed by 
Belgian authorities that armament was sold and shipped to Libya.71 The 
coalition monitored the Brigade closely, since neutralizing the Khamis 
Brigade might be a crucial factor. During Operation Unified Protector the 
coalition attacked the headquarters of the Khamis Brigade several times.
 When the anti- Gaddafi protest started in mid- February the call went to 
the Khamis Brigade. Smaller units of the 10,000 men Brigade were sent to 
Benghazi, Bauda and other cities to stop the riots. As the fighting started 
on 19 February and soon got out of hand the Khamis Brigade withdrew. 
The loss outside Benghazi was a blow to morale but, as a whole, the main 
part of the Brigade was intact. Other army units were left behind to sort 
the situation out and on 24 February, Khamis and his headquarters tried 
to get the rebels out of the western parts of Misrata.72 Snipers were posted 
on rooftops, making life difficult for anyone in the streets of Benghazi, 
including transports to the main hospital. A month later, the Khamis 
Brigade was back, killing several rebels and civilians.73 After several battles 
along the coast at Misrata, Ajdabiya, Benghazi and Bauda, the unit was 
called back to Tripoli. Members of the Brigade committed several atro-
cities on the way, including the burning of a supermarket, killing of 
prisoners and harassing and killing civilians along the way.74 On 21 August 
the Brigade was stationed west of Tripoli to safeguard the city when its 
headquarters was overrun by rebels. The Brigade was reduced to a few 
hundred men. On 29 August Brigade Commander Khamis Ghadaffi was 
shot dead by an AH- 64 Apache attack helicopter while heading south in a 
jeep with the remainder of the Brigade.75

Conclusions

Some military strategists have argued that the role of air power belongs to 
the Cold War era and will be obsolete in the near future, as it has no role 
in a low- intensity conflict and should be used merely to support ground 
forces. The Libya campaign might prove that statement wrong, especially 
since the absence of coalition ground forces made the situation as compli-
cated as it could be, leaving the strategy in and over Libya to the air 
component.
 Arguably, the air power delivered according to the resolution, despite 
the absence of coalition ground troops. One might argue that the role 
of coalition ground forces was taken over by the rebels. The rebels had 
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their own agenda and their own objectives and were definitely not under 
the command of the coalition, but they forced the loyalist troops to 
expose their assets and positions. However, it would be unfair to 
compare the Libyan rebels to a coalition ground unit of any kind. 
Understanding the overall campaign objectives was not in the interest of 
the rebels, as it would have been for a coalition force. One might also 
argue that the Libyan Army had so many flaws that it could not be 
counted as a worthy opponent. On the other hand, no one can tell 
exactly what the coalition air power in Libya would have been capable of 
if it had been unleashed.
 As a whole then, the use of air power could be considered to have fol-
lowed Warden’s model. Colonel Warden might have taken the air opera-
tions a few steps further, but the limitations imposed by the resolution 
restricted the planners. The Libya campaign shows that air power alone 
can play a decisive role when it comes to affecting the outcome of a con-
flict. The campaign was designed to uphold UNSCR 1973, yet it employed 
a top- down approach in choosing targets and achieving desired effect. It 
was not in the coalition mandate to hunt down Muammar Gaddafi, but 
instead it decapitated the leadership and isolated the commanders. 
Command centres were taken out and early warning radars were either 
taken out or jammed. The Libyan regime was more or less blindfolded 
and became reactive. Instead of focusing on pounding ground units, 
efforts were made to reduce command and control, wasting the energy of 
every ground unit short of the Khamis Brigade.
 Several approaches have been demonstrated. A traditional method 
included taking air defence, radar sites, command and control and air 
bases and effectively prohibiting the opponent of using airspace and air 
assets, thus ensuring that the overall risk for the air- crews was fairly low. 
Another more direct approach was employed by the French Air Force in 
the early stages in the battle of Benghazi, when flying in a package and 
more or less orbiting over the area, preventing the Gaddafi forces from 
entering the Benghazi area.
 The latter approach is interesting, since it would either require a bold 
commander and pilots, or good intelligence about the SAM- situation in 
the area. Most likely it was a combination. Even with good intelligence and 
a good situation overview there is still a risk entering an area. Libyan loyal-
ists could have deployed several SAM- units unknown to the French, or to 
the rest of the coalition forces, which makes it an interesting case. 
Whether this is a new approach in aerial warfare remains to be seen. Such 
an approach would be more in line with Pape and perhaps van Creveld, 
despite the lack of ground troops. In a conflict or a civil war, the obvious 
infrastructural targets identified in a regular war, such as power plants, 
roads, communication, ports and airfields, must be carefully evaluated 
since the country or area has to function after the end of the conflict. The 
direct approach of the French Air Force might serve as an example of the 
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direct use of air power projection in limited conflicts when a higher level 
of risk is accepted.
 Several additional observations need to be made. First, the situation in 
Libya demonstrates the importance of air superiority. Had the Libyan 
armed forces been able to challenge the coalition, dominating the skies, 
the result might have been different. Control of the air to some degree is 
imperative. Control of the air is even more important if the terrain is flat, 
lacking vegetation: there are simply no places to hide for the ground 
troops. Neglecting control of the air leaves a fairly strong ground or 
surface unit exposed and vulnerable. In Libya, loyalist T- 72 tanks were 
struck from over 35 kilometres on several occasions. According to some 
French pilots the distance might have been even greater. If you cannot 
control the air, the ground forces and surface forces will be sitting ducks; 
airspace must be controlled in order to get relief in and casualties out.
 Second, air- to-air refueling was a must for upholding the no- fly zone. 
Fuel was an issue for any kind of operations in the southern part of Libya. 
Although the range of modern fighters is impressive, they still needed air- 
to-air refueling. Even with AAR, it would have been hard to reach the 
entire no- fly zone with a competitive Libyan Air Force based in the south 
making the coalition fighters manoeuvre. Third, although the air opera-
tion was an overall success, with the Libyans unable to affect the coalition, 
there was one F- 15 lost due to technical problems. This highlights that 
personnel recovery/combat search and rescue is vital. Highly trained and 
skilled personnel are not easy to replace. Moreover, besides raising moral, 
ensuring that flight crews will be retrieved, it is also vital to get the crew 
back for evaluation of the situation.
 Fourth, the threat from the Libyan Air Force and the SAM- systems was 
never neglected. The ability to jam radar stations and communications was 
a vital part of the strategy. The outcome of the operation might have been 
the same without it, but at a higher risk. This demonstrates that there is 
still a place for SEAD (suppression of enemy air defenses), including elec-
tronic jamming. Fifth and finally, when it comes to intelligence and 
information, the Libyan campaign shows that the value of tactical recon-
aissance is absolutely vital. Regardless of whether the intelligence or the 
live video feed comes from an UAV or a reconaissance aircraft, it will allow 
penetration of the opponent’s decision cycle. Live video feed is extremely 
valuable, but so are evaluated reconaissance photos, they simply serve dif-
ferent purposes. The major difficulty was known prior to the conflict. The 
ability to engage targets inside cities with low collateral damage is limited, 
since there are simply too many obstacles and low visibility after a target 
has been struck. This additionally explains why the coalition forces were 
determined not to let the regime forces into Benghazi.
 Regardless of the problems along the way, the final conclusion must be 
that the coalition launched a successful air operation. The main questions 
will remain until the next conflict, because change will not take place 
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overnight. The command and control issue clearly indicates that there are 
only a few countries capable of staging a multi- country air campaign. This 
is even clearer with participants from outside the NATO community. 
NATO will still be around as the command and control agency, yet it 
needs to work towards further integration of future partners – even unex-
pected ones – without giving the alliance’s intelligence away.
 In conclusion, then, the Libya conflict has proved that air power can be 
a decisive tool in regaining the peace. As long as the objective is clear and 
the politicians understand the possibilities and limitations of air power, 
there is no reason to hesitate. Every conflict and war is unique with regards 
to scenario, order of battle, tactics, technical development and the very 
reason for conflict. Hence, the lessons from Libya might not be applicable 
in the future. In practice, despite different views, the usage of air power is 
left to the on- scene commander to decide upon. Air power can surely 
bring a swift, yet powerful response. Despite its inability to hold ground 
over time, air power has – in the right circumstances – the possibility of 
achieving an effect that is beyond the capacity of other services in the 
armed forces. It can both isolate, and if necessary decapitate, leadership. 
In the Libyan conflict, the inability to hold ground can indeed be con-
sidered strength, since it made air power the only credible solution.
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5 Naval assets – not just a tool 
for war

Christian Wollert

Introduction

Over the past decades, the utilization of naval forces in peace operations 
has become more prominent and has been given more political and diplo-
matic weight.1 Rather than primarily being designated to fight naval 
battles, naval forces are also used during peace, in crises as well as in con-
flicts other than war, as a strategic tool. The objective in such scenarios is 
to uphold international law and agreements or perhaps to influence, per-
suade or coerce other actors. Developments after the end of the Cold War 
have also led to a desire to build warships optimized for support of glo-
balized trade routes and order at sea. The increased production of Off-
shore/Ocean Patrol Vessels (OPVs), such as the Italian Commander- class 
and the Spanish Serviola- class, or ships for both coastguard duties and 
military tasks, like the Danish Absalon- class and the Norwegian Fritjof 
Nansen- class, are examples of this development.
 Paradoxically, and at the same time, there is still a need for naval units 
that are capable of supporting the achievement of political and military 
objectives throughout the whole spectrum of conflict from influencing an 
opponent, via naval presence, through power projection on shore over to 
sea battle. The competition between different naval functions thus affects 
military procurement in terms of ship size, numbers built, capabilities, and 
the level of versatility expected from most new vessels (and their crews).2

 This dual requirement is not entirely new. Naval forces have always been 
an instrument for the political leadership in their efforts to secure and exer-
cise control of the sea, either in protecting sea lines of communications or 
affecting events on shore.3 In this regard, the characteristics and prerequi-
sites of naval forces, to exploit the oceans, make them a suitable diplomatic 
tool. Moreover, the freedom of navigation on the high seas enables naval 
forces to use their mobility and adaptability.4 A warship moving at 25 knots 
speed reaches a distance of 600 nautical miles (1,100 km) per day (the dis-
tance between Rome and Tripoli). If the unit is large enough to store sup-
plies or is reinforced by support vessels, it can increase its sustainability and 
spend an even longer time at sea without further replenishment. After 
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arriving at a potential area of operations the forces may be deployed unde-
tected well off the coastline to gather intelligence about events onshore, 
and, depending on the development of the situation, then withdraw unde-
tected or switch to an active and visible posture.
 Today’s British maritime doctrine, widely regarded as state- of-art with 
regard to the use of naval assets, outlines the following capability attributes 
for naval forces; access (around the world); mobility (exploiting the 
access); great lift capacity (ammunitions, troops, supplies, etc); sustained 
reach (integral logistic and repair capability); versatility (change of 
military posture); poise (perception effect); resilience (self damage 
restore); and leverage (effect against the opponent).5 These capability 
attributes, inherent in all naval forces, provide decision makers with 
considerable freedom of action regarding choices; they can be used to 
underwrite a political message, or to exert political pressure on a specific 
actor. The latter type of option is particularly attractive when a govern-
ment wants to protect its interests at sea or suppress a situation, so that it 
does not escalate into an uncontrollable conflict or war.
 Several theories or concepts with this latter focus were developed during 
the Cold War, several of which can be summarized under the term ‘Naval 
Diplomacy’. These were later, after the end of the Cold War, reinforced with 
additional conceptualizations bordering that notion. The latter dealt with, 
for instance, geopolitical changes that occurred after the end of the Cold 
War and as a result of the globalization of trade.6 There is, however, some 
confusion with regards to the different concepts that describe the use of 
naval forces in peace. For instance, they sometime overlap and the bound-
aries between different concepts are diffuse and unclear. Since concepts 
such as that of Naval Diplomacy inevitably will have different legal and polit-
ical implications, and further repercussions on military doctrine and defence 
procurement, it is important to describe the boundaries and interrelation-
ships between concepts. Nor must the significance of the general public’s 
views and interpretations of the different concepts be underestimated. A 
related problem is that there is no general theory of ‘Sea Power during 
Peace’ that corresponds to thoughts on ‘Sea Power during War’.7

 So which of all theoretical concepts is actually used in current inter-
national operations? One way to analyse this is to review larger multi-
national campaigns that involve naval forces and investigate which 
concepts best describe the execution of the naval operations. A campaign 
that is suitable for this kind assessment is NATO’s 2011 military engage-
ment in Libya.
 From a legal perspective the military campaign in Libya cannot be char-
acterized as a war. It was not an act under the laws of war. It was, however, 
a military campaign, and as such executed under a UN mandate for the 
purpose of stabilizing the situation and to protect the civilian population 
in Libya. Several political statements gave a clear message that the Libyan 
campaign was not a military intervention with a political mandate other 
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than to protect civilians and civilian areas in Libya.8 It was not a war; the 
objective was not to defeat Libyan forces or to change the political leader-
ship (at least not officially or during the initial part of the campaign). 
Instead it used a UN Security Council mandate for political coercion 
through, inter alia, maritime power projection with naval forces to achieve 
political objectives. The situation prevailing during the Libyan conflict 
and the conditions for the military action have by some experts been 
described as unique, and that it is impossible to draw valid lessons from it. 
There is, of course, an important point to this claim: all military opera-
tions take place in their own context; the geopolitical situation will always 
differ, as will the nature of the various actors; the mission area will change; 
the environmental impacts will look different; and the technological cap-
abilities will shift. To draw long- term conclusions about the use of naval 
forces in future conflicts on the basis of experiences from the Libyan con-
flict may therefore be hazardous. Yet, there are some lessons that could 
and probably should be drawn, as from any recent military conflict.9

 The chapter consists of three separate sections. The first tries to identify 
which concepts can be used to describe the application of naval forces in 
peace and how the boundaries/relationships between these concepts 
ought to be delineated. In particular, do concepts cover all use of naval 
forces in peace, or are there gaps, and are several concepts relevant to one 
and the same area?
 The next section deals with the use of naval forces during the Libyan 
campaign, its estimated contribution to the larger campaign and how it 
can be linked to the previously described concepts. The most important 
naval actions during the Libya operation are presented in detail, then 
linked to the chosen concepts for the purpose of a discussion on whether, 
and (if so) how, the naval operations had an impact on the development 
of the conflict and its outcomes. In order to secure critical distance from 
the sequence of events and military measures adopted, the account relies 
heavily on news sources, and especially the timeline constructed by the 
BBC, instead of on official information provided by NATO or national 
defence forces of the countries involved.
 The final part discusses the applicability of the chosen concepts beyond 
the case of Libya. Are the operations in the Libya conflict characteristic of 
the use of naval forces in peace? What conclusions can be drawn from the 
Libya conflict with a bearing on the use of naval forces in future conflicts? 
Is there a need to further define or clarify the concepts for the use of naval 
forces in peace?

The roles of naval forces during peacetime

It is a paradox of sorts, that even if a man- of-war is constructed for war, it 
has mostly performed duties during peacetime.10 This statement seems 
even more relevant today, with a wide international focus on crisis 
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management and peace support operations. The use of naval forces in 
peace operations can conceptually be divided in different ways, one being 
offered by Geoffrey Till, an authoritative writer on naval theory. Till out-
lines four separate though inter- related concepts; humanitarian opera-
tions, naval diplomacy, expeditionary operations and maritime security 
operations.11

 Before moving on to individual concepts, it may be useful to elaborate 
how different concepts regarding peace operations relate to each other. 
The conceptual overview will start with a description of Naval Diplomacy, 
then move into Humanitarian Operations, Expeditionary Operations and 
then finally over to Maritime Security Operations. The overview will focus 
on how the concept in question relates to the political level, and the aim 
of the specific operation, in order to create an analytical tool that can be 
used to examine naval operations during a military campaign.
 So how can Naval Diplomacy, overall, be described?12 First of all, the 
concept implies that naval forces, in combination with other policy instru-
ments, are used by the political leadership as an instrument in the diplo-
matic dialogue between the political leadership of states, as an instrument 
of communication somewhat akin to ‘body language’. The generic aim of 
diplomacy is to support negotiations, in a broad sense, between sovereign 
states.13 A Naval Diplomacy operation thus consists of a political message 
containing an element of negotiation, a choice which the adversary must 
consider. The actions of a designated naval force used in such a scenario 
is closely dependent on how the adversary makes his choice. For instance, 
by following the desires of the sender the receiver may avoid punishment 
or severe repercussions.
 Sometimes Naval Diplomacy is primarily a show of force, a demonstra-
tion of power and presence. US aircraft carriers sailing around the globe 
may be characterized as instruments of Naval Diplomacy in that sense. In 
other instances the deployment of naval force concerns a political negoti-
ation where both parties supposedly give and take. In the case of the Libya 
operation the political message was clearly expressed in UN resolutions 
1970 and 1973; Gaddafi’s violence against civilians should cease and if it 
did not, the assigned naval force, together with other military assets except 
occupation troops on Libyan soil, was mandated to enforce them. This 
seems to be a fairly clear example of the concept of Naval Diplomacy. The 
primary purpose of the military deployment in such an operation is to 
support the achievement of a positive advantage and, secondarily, to inflict 
physical damage on an adversary. Actions are therefore focused towards 
the opponent’s will and not against his military or physical strengths. The 
opening and closing of force actions are driven by whether the strategic 
objective (the positive advantage) is achieved or not.
 Humanitarian operations are carried out after natural disasters, civil 
wars or other situations when people are suffering from existential needs. 
Humanitarian assistance and disaster relief are best handled by civilian 
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governmental and non- governmental organizations. But normally it takes 
some time for them to have an effect. Naval forces may then be appropri-
ate to use, at least initially, due to their flexibility and ability to quickly 
provide emergency assistance such as fresh water, food, medical assistance 
and other needs. When other organizations have established an infrastruc-
ture for humanitarian support, naval forces can continue to support with 
logistics, coordination and protection.14 Notably, Geoffrey Till claims that 
humanitarian operations and naval diplomacy are closely connected, as 
are expeditionary operations. In fact, he argues, the three can be said to 
constitute a spectrum, with Naval Diplomacy in the middle and blurry 
boundaries between the three.15 Humanitarian operations are, according 
to Till, not only used in the aftermath of natural disasters or civil wars, but 
also to counter threats to good order at sea. This could include attacks on 
actors trying to exploit disasters or threatening good order at sea or evacu-
ations of non- combatants.
 Humanitarian operations may have political ambitions but, more 
importantly, they virtually always produce political effects. For instance, a 
successful Humanitarian (Support) Operation, like the one during the 
Tsunami in the Indian Ocean in 2004, can generate goodwill and thus an 
incentive for coalition building. At the time, British and US naval units, 
together with several other nations, coordinated and assisted the different 
national authorities, as well as international organizations, with intelli-
gence, surveillance and reconnaissance to estimate the range of the cata-
strophe. It was also naval units that delivered most supplies to civilians 
stranded in chaos. The overlap between Humanitarian Operations and 
Naval Diplomacy should therefore primarily be seen as related to the 
purpose of the operation, and not the operational design.16

 In Libya, naval forces were used to conduct non- combatant evacuations, 
according to NATO bringing more than 2,500 civilians to safety. The main 
part of the evacuations was in fact conducted by national efforts before the 
military campaign started, and not by NATO. The aim of the military 
operation was, according to resolution 1973, primarily to protect civilians, 
including the protection of humanitarian organizations’ transporting of 
supplies to Libya.
 If Humanitarian Operations could be seen as compatible with the 
non- coercive side of Naval Diplomacy, it is reasonable to argue that 
Expeditionary Operations can be found on the opposite side. Till 
explains that Expeditionary Operations typically grow out of the coer-
cive, or compellence- oriented, dimension of Naval Diplomacy.17 In fact, 
when the British task force was sent to the Falklands in 1982 it started as 
a Naval Diplomacy action to compel the Argentineans to leave the 
islands. When it was clear that this would not happen, the operation was 
changed to (limited) war. The boundary between Expeditionary Opera-
tions and Naval Diplomacy operations seems to be inescapably fluid and 
the former overlaps with the latter in one end and (limited) war in the 
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other. The Libyan conflict could, from a purely conceptual point of 
view, be described as both an Expeditionary and a Naval Diplomacy 
operation. This indicates that there is great affinity between the two in 
that Expeditionary Operations are aimed at physical kinetic effects 
rather than subtle cognitive ones. The coercive part of Naval Diplomacy 
has many similarities with Expeditionary Operations though, as Till 
emphasizes, it is the purpose of the operation that finally defines which 
type of operation it is.
 Finally, Maritime Security Operations are about securing the peaceful 
activities that benefit global trade and national welfare development 
around the world. The basis for such operations are international agree-
ments and international laws, often combined with a specific mandate for 
their execution (or rule enforcement) which in turn depends on the fact 
that they are regulated and accepted by all states. Such mandates may be 
derived from UN Security Council resolutions, but also be executed under 
existing and customary international law. It is thus a question of maintain-
ing an international regime already in place (what Booth refers to as a 
policing role).18 The boundary between Maritime Security Operations and 
Naval Diplomacy is, as in the previous types of operations, in the physical 
and cognitive domain. Maritime Security Operations are not primarily 
used to influence political actors, but to maintain internationally accepted 
regimes and norms.
 In the 2011 Libya campaign formed the bulk of activities performed by 
allied naval forces after the adoption, by the UN Security Council, of res-
olution 1970. That resolution authorized sanctions with the purpose of 
upholding the arms embargo. Resolution 1973, which soon followed suit, 
expanded the mandate to encompass intrusive inspections onboard ships 
that were either in- or outbound vis- à-vis Libya.
 If we now return to Till’s concepts they offer us tools that can be used 
to analyse the naval operations during the Libya campaign (which will be 
carried out in the next section).19 He explains that Humanitarian Opera-
tions could include providing assistance in case of disasters, non- combat 
evacuations, proactive humanitarian missions or sea- based attacks on 
forces of disorder at sea.20 Naval Diplomacy could have the political 
purpose of collecting intelligence in an interesting area, which is what Till 
calls ‘picture building’, or just support ‘coalition building’. The third 
political purpose could be to coerce an actor either to act as you want 
against his will (compellence) or to prevent him from doing something 
you do not want him to do (deterrence).21 Expeditionary Operations con-
stitute, according to Till, an intervention conducted at some distance with 
self- sustaining forces in an operation limited in aim and of short duration 
and highly politicized.22 Maritime Security Operations, finally, are focused 
on soft security or good order at sea, such as secure transportations and 
trade at sea, extractions of resources at sea and preventing international 
crimes or terrorism.23
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Naval actions during the Libyan conflict 2011

This section of the chapter analyses the naval operations and their effects 
during the Libyan conflict, in accordance with the chronological evolu-
tion of events. This will be accomplished by linking them to the concepts 
described above. What most people know about the Libya conflict is that it 
entailed a NATO- led air campaign, but what is not widely known is that 
there was also extensive naval presence throughout the campaign. The 
deployment of naval forces during the conflict can chronologically be sub-
divided into four phases.
 The first phase began at the start of the revolt in Libya on 17 February 
2011 and lasted ten days.24 In this phase naval units conducted non- 
combatant evacuation operations from Libya and neighbouring states, and 
assisted refugees trying to escape by ships and boats from Libya. The 
second phase took place between the two United Nation Security Council 
(UNSC) resolutions 1970 (26 February) and 1973 (17 March). Under the 
mandate of UN resolution 1970 an arms embargo was imposed against 
Libya,25 and several nations, such the United States and Canada, reposi-
tioned naval forces towards the coast off Libya.26 When the UNSC passed 
resolution 1973, indicating the start of the third phase, the conditions for 
naval operations against Libya changed dramatically. From being national 
operations conducted mostly off Libyan territory, they now transitioned 
into military kinetic actions performed by a coalition of states aimed at 
targets on Libyan territory. The fourth and final phase started when 
NATO took full control over the campaign and termed it Operation 
Unified Protector (OUP). This final phase ended when NATOs operation 
was concluded on 30 October 2011.
 Since this period was preceded by unrest in the wider Arab world, 
including the toppling of dictators in Tunisia and Egypt, there were 
already a significant number of warships in the vicinity of Libya. A lot of 
diplomatic work by individual nations and organizations was already being 
conducted in order to mitigate the various (indirectly interrelated) crises. 
The naval forces in the area were used on a national basis and primarily 
engaged in what Till calls ‘picture building’ or what James Cable refers to 
as ‘Expressive Force’, a symbolic naval presence not associated with a spe-
cific political goal.27

Phase 1 (17–26 February)

When the rebellion in Libya began in mid- February 2011, several different 
international and national naval operations and exercises were ongoing in 
the Mediterranean Sea and its vicinity. NATO was also present in the area 
and conducted two major operations, Operation Active Endeavour and 
Operation Ocean Shield. The former was focused on terrorist activities 
while the latter was focused on piracy. A rapid reaction force from the 
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Royal Navy, the Response Force Task Group (RFTG), was conducting exercise 
COUGAR 11 together with vessels from the French Charles de Gaulle Task 
Group. The limited distance between Libya and European states such as 
(NATO members) Spain, France, Italy, Greece and Turkey, allowed naval 
forces to cross the distance in less than a few days. Consequently, several 
naval units were readily available for operations off the coast of Libya, 
should it be necessary.
 The turmoil and often disorganized fighting between civilians and 
security forces in Libya created a high- risk situation for foreign labourers 
and large parts of the domestic population. The situation led to a stream 
of internally displaced persons (IDP) and refugees into Tunisia and Egypt, 
and further to migrants fleeing by boat to the islands and ports outside 
areas controlled by the Libyan government. Several states were therefore 
engaged in non- combatant evacuation operations for the purpose of 
bringing nationals back to safety. These operations were conducted both 
by air and ship. For instance, on 24 February the British frigate HMS Cum-
berland arrived in Malta carrying 207 people, 69 British nationals and 138 
passengers from other nations, all successfully evacuated from Benghazi. 
The HMS Cumberland conducted two more emergency visits to Benghazi 
and evacuated a total of 454 people, including 129 British citizens.28 The 
HMS Cumberland had just ten days previously been part of an entirely unre-
lated Maritime Security Operation, fighting pirates off the coast of 
Somalia. This illustrates the ability to move quickly from one operational 
area to another and the flexibility to change from one type of operation to 
another, two characteristics of naval force deployment.

Phase 2 (26 February–17 March)

When the UN Security Council adopted resolution 1970 the pressure on 
the Libyan authorities to end the violence and to respect the international 
rights increased abruptly. The resolution introduced targeted UN sanc-
tions against the Libyan government.29 The resolution further urged each 
state to interrupt and prevent any arms trade with Libya, directly or indi-
rectly. Each state was obligated to inspect ships if it had information that it 
was transporting unauthorized cargo to or from Libya. However, the 
mandate did not authorize actions against shipments outside a country’s 
own territory or actions within Libyan territory.30

 According to the mandate inherent in resolution 1970, naval forces 
could not be used for interdiction operations. National naval forces 
deployed in the region therefore continued conducting evacuation opera-
tions of stranded non- combatants or reinforced their presence of warships 
off the coast of Libya. On 1 March for instance, the US repositioned both 
naval and air forces towards the vicinity of Libya.31 The amphibious assault 
ship, USS Kearsarge, which usually carries around 2,000 marines,32 and the 
amphibious transport dock USS Ponce entered the Mediterranean through 
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the Suez Canal. The United States declared that it was moving military 
assets closer to Libya as preparation for a humanitarian emergency.33

 Similarly, the Canadian frigate HMCS Charlottetown left Halifax on 2 
February to take part in the ongoing evacuation operations in Libya.34 
Meanwhile, Egyptian state media announced that navy ship Halayib had 
set sail for Tunisia in order to pick up stranded Egyptians.35 France also 
sent naval forces, including its second- largest warship, the helicopter 
carrier Mistral, to the waters off Libya in order to help evacuate refugees.36 
Likewise, on 4 February, Germany announced the dispatch of three ships 
to evacuate 4,000 Egyptians.37 The large number of refugees necessitated a 
maritime contribution that could both transport and supply them. Due to 
the spread of armed struggle there was also a growing need to protect the 
transports, a task for which naval forces were well suited.
 Sea traffic in the waters off Libya was extensive during this period. The 
Mediterranean Sea is normally one of the most trafficked areas in the 
world, but the conflict in Libya resulted in additional activities in the area. 
Many refugees fled by boat to the Italian island of Lampedusa, where the 
humanitarian situation soon became troublesome. On 3 February, 57 
barges arrived in Lampedusa, one of them carrying as many as 370 people. 
A week later, during the night of 8 February, 11 boats carrying around 
1,000 people reached the island.38 These transports were sometimes con-
ducted on small, less seaworthy and overloaded boats. The risk of any of 
them ending up in distress was considerable. The flow of refugees also 
created, albeit temporarily, a surge in ‘black market sea transports’.
 Meanwhile, humanitarian organizations tried to provide aid to the 
Libyan people. The fighting and the unwillingness of the authorities to 
accept or support humanitarian help made it difficult for the organiza-
tions, which were occasionally attacked by pro- Gaddaffi forces, to reach 
the suffering people in key areas. For instance, the World Food Pro-
gramme stated that a ship carrying 1,000 tonnes of flour to Benghazi had 
turned back without unloading its cargo due to aerial bombardments.39 
Normal sea traffic to and from the Libyan ports dropped off as fighting 
intensified around and in the harbours. On 8 February the major Libyan 
oil ports of Ras Lanuf and Brega were closed. Both towns had seen major 
clashes between pro- and anti- government forces.40 There were several suc-
cessful evacuations but some failed, in some cases after disruption by 
Libyan authorities.
 UN resolution 1970 may have amounted to a politically strong signal to 
the Libyan leadership, but it did not give governments participating in 
naval activities much room for the use of naval forces. While it failed to 
provide a clear mandate to effectively maintain the arms embargo on 
Libyan territorial waters, it created some legal opportunities for an 
increase in naval presence. The outcome was an understanding among 
several states to try and exploit Naval Diplomacy operations by increasing 
naval presence. At the same time, most operations were at this point manly 
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focused on the evacuation of nationals and the protection of human-
itarian aid and relief operations. Only a handful of countries used their 
forward positions to move personnel ashore in conjunction with evacua-
tions or with the purpose ot establishing diplomatic relations with rebel 
groups.41 The former can be described as a Humanitarian Operation and 
the latter as a diplomacy operation or as a limited/subtle form of Expedi-
tionary Operation.

Phase 3 (17–31 March)

On 17 March the United Nations Security Council adopted Resolution 
1973.42 The core of the resolution was similar to its predecessor devoted to 
the protection of civilians and civilian areas in Libya. But the mandate to 
accomplish this expanded to include ‘all necessary measures’, thus allow-
ing for military action, to protect civilians and civilian populated areas 
under attack. Since foreign occupation force of any form on any part of 
the Libyan land territory was precluded, the objective had to be achieved 
principally through the establishment of a No- Fly Zone (NFZ) in the air-
space over Libya. The expanded arms embargo against Libya this time 
provided for inspections of ships and aircrafts bound for, or leaving, Libya. 
The resolution thereby offered naval forces a reinforced mandate to act in 
Libyan territorial waters and outside Libyan ports. The positioning of 
naval forces very close to the Libyan mainland helped enhance ‘picture- 
building’ regarding the situation ashore and to underpin the establish-
ment of the NFZ. It also meant that cruise missiles, naval air strikes and 
naval gun support could be used against targets ashore in order to protect 
civilians and support the NFZ.
 At 7 p.m. on 19 March, a multi- national coalition thus launched an out-
right military campaign, Operation Odyssey Dawn, against Libya so as to 
implement resolution 1973. The operation was under operational 
command of General Carter Ham, commander of the US Africa 
Command. The commander of the Joint Task Force Odyssey Dawn was 
Admiral Sam Locklear, embarked with his staff onboard USS Mount 
Whitney.43 The coalition consisted of nine states: Belgium, Canada, 
Denmark, France, Norway, Italy, Spain, UK and the United States. Some 
nations partook in the operation on a national basis rather than as part of 
the US- led operation. For instance, France launched Operation Harmat-
tan, while UK had their Operation Ellamy and Canada executed Opera-
tion Mobile.
 The naval forces involved in Operation Odyssey Dawn were the US 
Command ship USS Mount Whitney, the guided missile destroyers USS 
Barry and USS Stout, the nuclear attack submarines USS Providence and 
USS Scranton, the cruise missile submarine USS Florida, the amphibious 
assault ship USS Kearsarge and the amphibious transport dock USS Ponce. 
In addition to American vessels there was the Canadian frigate HMCS 



138  C. Wollert

Charlottentown, the Spanish Aegis defence frigate F- 104 Mendez Núñez and 
attack submarine S- 74 Tramontana, the British frigates HMS Cumberland, 
HMS Sutherland and HMS Iron Duke, along with the destroyer HMS Liver-
pool, submarines HMS Triumph and HMS Turbulent, minehunter HMS 
Bangor, the MCMV HMS Brocklesby and the helicopter carrier HMS Ocean, 
the latter equipped with five helicopters. The force was supported at sea 
by oiler USNS Kanawha and dry cargo ships USNS Robert E. Peary and 
USNS Lewis and Clark. In all, the allied effort amounted to a strong and 
self- sustained sea- based force of total number of 23 ships, with the ability 
to project power ashore, execute sea control and sea surveillance, and 
uphold the arms embargo against Libya.
 Naval actions were initiated by US and British surface and submarine 
units firing over 110 Tomahawk land attack cruise missiles (TLAM) 
against targets on the Libyan mainland.44 Able to fire TLAMs were HMS 
Barry and USS Stout, each carrying 56 Tomahawks, HMS Triumph, HMS 
Turbulent, USS Providence, USS Scranton and USS Florida, the latter alone 
capable of carrying 154 cruise missiles.45 The British forces launched six 
TLAMs from a Trafalgar Class submarine, HMS Triumph. The rest of the 
missiles were fired from US units. The purpose of these strikes was to set 
the conditions for the international coalition to establish a NFZ over 
Libya and to take measures to prevent attacks on the Libyan people, in 
accordance with resolution 1973. The targets were military sites and 
surface- to-air defence systems along the Libyan coast and mainland. By 
knocking these out, the road was paved for the coalition’s air sorties over 
the Libyan mainland. In this early stage of the coalition campaign, target-
ing was focused on command, control, communications and intelligence 
(C3I) infrastructures, in an effort to disrupt the ability of Libyan air 
defence and to continue offensive operations against the rebels and civil-
ians in the east, especially in the area around Benghazi.46 After the 
intense initial effort, the naval force turned its focus to the arms embargo 
and to upholding the NFZ.
 Further efforts to protect civilians ensued. AV- 8B aircraft operating 
from USS Kearserge conducted, on 20 March, attacks on Libyan troops in 
the area around Ajdabiyah, south of Benghazi. On 21 March an F- 15 air-
craft crashed, officially due to technical problems, on Libyan territory, cre-
ating a flurry of search and rescue activities. Both crew members ejected, 
but landed without major injuries. A search and rescue task force (CSAR), 
consisting of two AV- 8B Harriers, two MV- 22A Osprey and two CH- 53E 
Super Stallion helicopters from USS Kearsarge, was quickly sent in to bring 
the crew back to safety. One of the crew was immediately recovered by the 
rescue force while the second was temporarily detained by rebels. He was 
also allowed to return to the force after a few days.
 The French Navy’s flagship, the aircraft carrier Charles de Gaulle with its 
battle group, set off from the southern port of Toulon towards Libya on 
20 March.47 Charles de Gaulle carried 18 aircraft (ten Rafael M fighters, six 
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Super Étendard strike aircraft, two E- 2C airborne early warning aircraft 
and seven helicopters). On 22 March Charles de Gaulle and its escort (anti- 
submarine destroyer D 641 Dupleix, Frigate F 713 Aconit, nuclear attack 
submarine S 605 Améthyste and replenishment tanker A 607 Meuse) joined 
the operation. The two anti- air destroyers D 620 Forbin and D 615 Jean Bart, 
which normally form part of that battle group and had been in the area 
since the operations began, also joined the group, now called Task Force 
473. On the same day aircraft from Charles de Gaulle commenced air sorties 
over the Libyan mainland.
 The Joint Task Force Odyssey Dawn could now participate in air strikes 
with both SLAMs and air assets (partly provided by US Marine Corps). 
The task force also participated in the enforcement of the NFZ and the 
wider protection of civilians in Libya. The ability to deploy naval units near 
the Libyan coast meant that aircraft now had a shorter distance to their 
potential targets and no need to utilize air refuelling, though at the same 
time they were asked to respond faster to intelligence reports and spent 
less time deprived of operating in the air. When Charles de Gaulle joined 
the force its Rafael F3 and Super Étendard started to conduct both surveil-
lance operations and attacks against targets ashore. On 23 March, 162 
SLAMs were fired on targets in Libya, after which US military sources 
declared that the Libyan air defence no longer existed as a force to be 
reckoned with.48

 The initial problem that the humanitarian organizations had faced 
during the fighting between pro- Gaddafi forces and the rebels slowly 
decreased. The first aid ship under military protection, Medeor, arrived in 
Misrata on 24 March, at the time of a severe humanitarian crisis. The port 
was reportedly occupied by pro- Gaddafi troops and witnesses said the Libyan 
regime was dispatching two warships and several boats to the harbour, yet 
no attacks were ever reported against the Medeor or the escorting warships.49 
The threat against civilians and the humanitarian assistance nevertheless 
increased, especially in the area of Misrata. In the night between the 28 and 
29 March, coalition forces experienced their first naval engagement as the 
frigate USS Barry coordinated an action, with a US Navy P- 3C patrol aircraft 
and a US Air Force A- 10 Thunderbolt attack aircraft, against the Libyan Coast 
Guard vessel Vittoria and two smaller craft which were firing indiscriminately 
at merchant vessels in the port of Misrata. A BBC contact in Misrata reported 
of ‘strong bombing’ in the direction of the port, explaining that Libyan war-
ships were shelling the port ‘because this is the only remaining portal for 
international aid’.50 USS Barry coordinated the action in which the P- 3C fired 
a missile (ACM- 65F Maverick) that disabled Vittoria, which was then forced 
to beach before the crew abandoned ship. The A- 10 fired its 30 mm gun 
against the two smaller boats, sinking one and forcing the crew of the other 
to abandon ship.51

 The Libyan navy was a weak opponent with a very long coastline to 
secure, in all 956 nautical miles. Naval bases were located at Al Khums 
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(100 kilometres east of Tripoli) and Tobruq in the eastern part of the 
country, a submarine base at Ras Hilal, a navy air station at Al Girdabiyah 
and a naval infantry battalion at Sidi Bilal. The Naval HQ was located at Al 
Khums. In terms of naval assets, the Libyan navy was also weak; it had two 
Russian built Foxtrot- class submarines, none of them operational when 
the operation started. The surface warfare capability was restricted to two 
frigates of Koni- class, one corvette of Nanuchka- class and four OSA II- 
class, all ex- Soviet units purchased and transferred during the 1970s and 
1980s. All units could carry four SS- N-2C, an active radar/IR homing 
surface- to-surface missile from the 1960s. The Libyan navy also possessed 
seven French- built Fast Attack Craft Missile (FAC) boats from the 1980s, 
each armed with four OTO Melara/Matra Otomat surface- to-surface mis-
siles. Only one frigate, one corvette and ten FACs could be described as 
operational, though most of them were in limited operational status.
 In terms of smaller vessels Libya had four minesweepers of Natya- class 
and a dozen auxiliary ships (transport ships, salvation ship, tugs). For 
transportation of amphibious forces the country possessed no more than 
two ships and two hovercraft.52 Libya lacked a special coastal defence 
system, although army artillery units on the coast could fire on ships 
passing near the coast. In short, Libya’s naval capability was very limited. 
Ships and weapon systems were old and the crews poorly trained. As such, 
they represented a very limited threat against the coalition force. They 
could, however, muster smaller operations against the civilian traffic 
sailing along the coast, or into and out from the ports. There was also a 
limited capability to support fighting on land. The biggest threat, it seems 
reasonable to conclude, was that most units could lay sea mines which 
would impede or halt sea traffic in the area.
 With the mandate embedded in the resolution 1973 the political 
message to the Libyan political leadership could legitimately be accom-
panied by the threat of, or actual use of, military force. Gaddafi could 
agree to the demands of the international community if he wished to 
avoid international intervention in Libya’s internal affairs, but otherwise 
the demands could be enforced with ‘all necessary means’. Implicit in the 
communication on the part of the UN Security Council to the Libyan 
leadership was a diplomatic gamble.
 Yet from the moment at which the international sea- based task force 
was authorized to launch an attack against targets in Libya onwards, one 
could argue that the Naval Diplomacy operation shaded into an Expedi-
tionary Operation. More curiously, perhaps, in parallel with these opera-
tions a Humanitarian Operation was also carried out by way of escorting 
humanitarian aid transports through ports that were still open for busi-
ness. The skirmishes that had occurred between coalition forces and 
Libyan naval units outside Misrata might also be defined as parts of the 
Humanitarian Operation. In this case the purpose was to meet a threat 
against good order at sea, that is, Libyan attacks on civilian sea traffic. 
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Finally, the sea embargo operation can be regarded as Naval Diplomacy 
and a Maritime Security Operation at the same time. Either it was aimed 
at enhancing the impact on the Libyan political leadership to agree to the 
stipulated political demands, or it should be regarded as a police opera-
tion intended to prevent the import and export of prohibited goods to or 
from Libya.

Phase 4 (31 March–31 October)

After the first intense days the Pentagon declared that it would transfer 
command of Operation Odyssey Dawn to NATO. In Brussels NATO 
ambassadors agreed on using NATO warships to enforce the UN arms 
embargo against Libya.53 On 23 March NATO assumed responsibility for 
upholding the arms embargo and two days later the maintenance of the 
NFZ, both to be included in Operation Unified Protector. CJTF (Com-
bined Joint Task Force) Odyssey Dawn narrowed its activities to the pro-
tection of civilians and support to NATO with logistics and intelligence 
operations. On 27 March NATO decided that it would take control over 
all military operations over Libya under resolutions 1970 and 1973. Thus 
the explicit aim of Operation Unified Protector was to protect civilians 
and civilian- populated areas under attack or threat of attack, in a mission 
consisting of three elements: an arms embargo, a NFZ, and actions to 
protect civilians from attack or the threat of attack. On 31 March NATO 
then assumed full control over all operations against Libya.54

 The command was transferred from the US African Command to 
NATO JFC (Joint Force Command) Naples. The new Operational com-
mander was to be LtGen Charles Bouchard of the Canadian Air Force. 
Responsible for all naval operations was Vice Admiral Rinaldo Veri, the 
Italian navy, and Task Force commander at sea was Italian Rear Admiral 
Filippo Maria Foffi aboard his flagship ITS San Giusto. Nine nations partic-
ipated with ten naval surface units and one submarine at the start of the 
operation. They were Belgium (with the minehunter BNS Lobelia), Canada 
(with the frigate HMCS Vancouver), France (with the frigate FS Commodant 
Birot), Greece (with the support ship HS Aliakamon), Italy (with the flag-
ship LPD ITS San Giusto), Netherlands (with the mine hunter HMNLS 
Vlaardingen), Spain (with the frigate ESPS Alvaro de Bazán), Turkey (with 
the submarine TCG Doganay and the frigates TCG Gelibolu and TCG Salih-
reis) and United Kingdom (with the destroyer HMS Liverpool and the mine-
hunter HMS Bangor). In addition, the naval force was assisted by maritime 
patrol aircraft (NATO AWACS E3A, Spanish Casa CN 235, Canadian Lock-
heed CP 140 X2 and US P3C Orion).55

 During the course of the operation different ships were attached to, left, 
or returned to, the task force. From the start of the Operation Unified Pro-
tector until 30 April a total of 18 to 21 ships under NATO command actively 
patrolled the Central Mediterranean and contributed to the establishment 



142  C. Wollert

of an arms embargo against Libya. The total number of units was almost 
identical throughout the campaign though the individual units changed. 
When the operation ended 12 nations and – at its peak – 21 individual naval 
units had been assigned to NATO in support of the operation.56

 At the operational level sea traffic control was executed by NATO 
through communication with all inbound shipping. An exchange of 
information to keep approaching vessels fully informed of the maritime 
situation in the operation area was continually published as a so- called 
Notice to Mariners.57 Coordination between NATO forces and civilian 
shipping was conducted by a special organization, the Naval Cooperation 
and Guidance for Shipping (NCAGS). In charge was Admiral Veri, who in 
late April declared that: “NATO urges civilian shipping companies to con-
tinue to coordinate with the NATO [NCAGS] organization to provide for 
the safe transit of shipping in the Region.”58

 Individual acts of violence did occur, but rarely with serious ramifica-
tions. During patrols outside Misrata on 29 April, NATO naval forces 
detected a number of small vessels near the Libyan port. Further investi-
gating indicated a mine- laying operation conducted by pro- Gaddafi forces. 
Sea- mines seemed to be laid out in the approaches to Misrata by sinking 
inflatable boats that carried mines, and NATO’s assessment was that this 
was designed to stem the flow of humanitarian aid into Libya. The Misrata 
port authorities were quickly warned by NATO forces whereby the port 
was temporarily closed. The immediate result was that two humanitarian 
shipments were cancelled. Italian Navy Vice Admiral Rinaldo Veri, Com-
mander of the Maritime Headquarters in Naples, insisted that ‘The 
mining of a civilian port by pro- Gaddafi forces is clearly designed to 
disrupt the lawful flow of humanitarian aid to the innocent civilian people 
of Libya and [represents] another deliberate violation of United Nations 
Security Council Resolution 1973’. NATO regarded this as an attempt to 
prevent sea traffic from passing in and out of the harbour, most of which 
constituted aid to Libyan citizens.59

 A few days later NATO mine- countermeasure ships swept the 
approaches to Misrata harbour to provide protection for sea traffic enter-
ing the harbour. NATO had information that three mines had been laid 
by pro- Gadaffi forces. As the mines were small and difficult to detect, yet 
able to cause serious damage to shipping, two were found and destroyed, 
whereas a third drifted away before specialized ships could arrive on the 
scene. The Misrata port authority then temporarily closed the harbour 
and let mariners decide whether to risk approach or not. During the 
weekend at least two vessels left the harbour and one humanitarian vessel 
safely unloaded its cargo and left.60 Admiral Veri stated that NATO forces 
were now ‘actively engaged in countering the mine threat to ensure the 
flow of aid continues’.61

 Another incident took place in the early hours of 12 May. While main-
taining the arms embargo and conducting surveillance patrols in the 
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waters off the coast of Libya, NATO warships were ordered to intercept a 
small boat attack threatening the port city of Misrata. At approximately 
2 a.m. the Canadian Frigate HMCS Charlottetown together with the British 
Destroyer HMS Liverpool and a French warship outside NATO Command 
detected small, high- speed inflatable crafts moving towards the port of 
Misrata. The boats were forced to cease their operation and leave the area. 
Pro- Gaddafi forces ashore, apparently operating alongside the former, 
covered their retreat with artillery and rockets fired directly towards the 
allied warships. NATO vessels responded with artillery and small arms and 
the battery was effectively silenced. No damage or injury was inflicted on 
the allied vessels during the engagement and they could resume their 
regular tasks. This was the second action in less than two weeks in which 
pro- Gaddafi forces at sea used small boats in actions against Misrata. One 
can assume that they were manned by Special Forces since no regular 
units from the Libyan navy took part in the action.62

 Just four days after the episode outside Misrata another minor clash 
between pro- Gaddafi sea units and NATO naval forces occurred. In the 
early hours of 16 May NATO naval forces detected two rigid- hull inflatable 
boats (RHIBs) headed towards Misrata. Their performance resembled 
previous actions from pro- Gadaffi forces at sea in the area of Misrata, and 
NATO forces were quickly assigned to investigate and identify the target. 
As NATO warships and helicopters made their approach, one of the boats 
was abandoned while the second escaped westward at high speed towards 
Zlintan. Afterwards a disposal team inspected the abandoned boat and 
found a large quantity of explosives (approximately one ton) and two 
human mannequins onboard. With regard to safety and the risk of an 
unplanned explosion the boat was destroyed by small arms fire from one 
of the warships. This third incident bore certain similarities with another 
incident near Misrata, but the use of an improvised explosive device and 
decoy human mannequins lacked precedent. All three incidents displayed 
an ability to alter and improve tactical behaviour.63

 Repeated pro- Gaddafi action against the port of Misrata eventually 
prompted NATO to destroy parts of the Libyan navy. The nearest concen-
tration of regime warships was the naval base at Al Khums. On the night of 
20 May aircraft from Royal Air Force (RAF ) participated in a major NATO 
air strike against the Libyan navy, resulting in the destruction of two cor-
vettes. A facility in the dockyard, constructing fast inflatable boats, was also 
successfully targeted. It seems as if the facility was the origin of the attacks 
on Misrata and that its elimination, alongside a significant stockpile of 
small boats, limited the regime’s ability to conduct further naval action. 
The elimination of assets at Al Khums effectively ended the naval engage-
ment between NATO forces and pro- Gaddafi forces at sea.64

 Operation Unified Protector ended on 31 October 2011, after a 
stunning display of naval activity. During the operation the naval forces 
covered around 61,000 nautical square miles during surveillance 
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operations, hailed 3,100 vessels of which 300 vessels were boarded and 11 
diverted. The naval forces aided in the rescue of at least 600 refugees in 
distress at sea.65 In most respects the missions and actions carried out 
under Operation Unified Protector were identical with those under 
Operation Odyssey Dawn, suggesting that naval missions could be equally 
appropriately described in terms of Naval Diplomacy, Humanitarian 
Operation, Expeditionary Operation and Maritime Security Operation 
also during the initial stages of the NATO- led Libya campaign.
 Both of the latter operations were mandated by resolutions 1970 and 
1973 and conveyed the same message to the Libya political leadership. 
The choice for Gaddafi was to go along with the requirements of the reso-
lutions so as to avoid actions of military violence against Libyan targets. 
The Task Force, which during the whole operation was deployed off the 
coast of Libya, conducted frequent attacks against targets ashore in 
support of the NFZ and the protection of civilians. As the campaign con-
tinued the possibility that Gaddafi would accept the political demands 
decreased, and military actions were sustained for the purpose of protect-
ing civilians and civilian populated areas. The campaign can thus be 
described as having shifted toward an Expeditionary Operation, and by 
the same token having distanced itself from Naval Diplomacy. The scope 
of the sea embargo, the protection of humanitarian shipments and the 
confrontations around Misrata and aid to refugees in distress at sea also 
indicate that Humanitarian Operations and Maritime Security Operations 
are more apt as labels here.
 How can the naval operations in the course of the Libyan conflict, from 
the first spark of unrest to the closure of Operation Unified Protector, be 
linked to the concepts described in the first section? The attempts by pro- 
Gadaffi forces to disrupt the humanitarian transports in the Misrata area, 
and the actions NATO forces took to protect these transports and also ref-
ugees at sea, showed that naval operations within the framework of the 
concept of Humanitarian Operations was applicable over time. As men-
tioned earlier, a Maritime Security Operation is performed in order secure 
transports at sea and to maintain already politically agreed rules and 
agreements. The mandated arms embargo in the UN Security Council res-
olution 1973 could be seen as a Maritime Security Operation, at least in 
the sense that the import of prohibited goods was a crime against the res-
olution. The same goes for the protection of civilian sea traffic in the area. 
The use of naval forces as a tool of Naval Diplomacy varied over time. 
Prior to resolution 1973 naval forces were primarily used within a national 
framework, and only with a gradual increase of naval presence. With the 
increased requirements of the resolution, the Naval Diplomacy part of the 
operation became a consistent feature of the Libyan campaign.
 It can be discussed whether Naval Diplomacy remained an accurate 
label for the final phase of the larger campaign, especially since military 
operations expanded and encompassed so many military targets. 
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Expeditionary Operations, in the sense of a forward deployed self- 
sustaining naval force influencing events ashore, are on the other hand 
not always distinguishable from Naval Diplomacy when the latter entail 
components of coercion and/or compellence. One line of argumentation 
is that, when the aim shifts from the physical realm to the cognitive realm, 
we move into Expeditionary Operations. Conversely, an operation 
designed to attack the perceptions of an antagonist only, and not his phys-
ical assets, may be labelled Naval Diplomacy. The nationally organized 
actions during the first phases and the creation of the naval task forces 
and associated coercive actions with kinetic effects in the last two phases 
can therefore be attributed to the concept of Expeditionary Operations.
 It has been noted that there are indeed a large number of concepts that 
describe naval forces activities in peacetime, and only a few have been 
used here. The reason is, as was stated at the outset, that the selected con-
cepts cover the activities naval forces conduct in peace. It has also been 
affirmed that it is often virtually impossible to differentiate between differ-
ent concepts, as Till himself predicted. As he emphasized in unambiguous 
terms: ‘Naval diplomacy is a spectrum, a continuum, in which the bound-
aries between the functions are inherently fuzzy. The activities they lead to 
may differ not in type, but merely in degree.’66

Conclusions and naval lessons from Libya

The purpose of this chapter has been to discuss and apply concepts 
describing the use and roles of naval forces in peace, and further to 
examine whether the naval operations during the Libyan campaign can be 
linked to these concepts. The first section was devoted to a description of 
the selected concepts and the boundaries between them. The second 
section attempted to apply them to the NATO- led military campaign in 
Libya 2011 (including the national predecessors to Operation Unified 
Protector), whereas the results reaffirmed Till’s own view that we cannot 
expect to fully differentiate the tasks of the naval forces in any specific 
campaign. The purpose of this concluding section is to discuss the signifi-
cance of this recurrent overlap, the advantages and disadvantages of using 
Till’s concepts, and how they might be developed further. This part will 
also touch upon whether the naval operations during the Libyan cam-
paign could serve as a model for future naval campaigns.
 One conclusion is that, analytically speaking, it is neither fruitful nor 
feasible to unambiguously distinguish one naval operation from another 
in Till’s conceptual universe. Operationally, however, this analytical flex-
ibility means that there is little danger that an operation ever falls between 
the concepts. The latter may actually be an advantage when we examine 
events and need to make adjustments during a campaign. In fairness, 
there seems to be less risk for such overlap during a more limited naval 
operation, while the problem is likely to surface especially when we analyse 
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major naval operations or campaigns. For instance, the narrower opera-
tions against piracy off the coast of Somalia, or in the Straits of Malacca, 
are easily described as Maritime Security Operations. The Libyan cam-
paign, on the other hand, demonstrably contains aspects of all four con-
cepts. Another advantage following from that analytical flexibility is that 
political statements can be aligned with the use of a specific concept and, 
conversely, that there is some ‘wiggle room’ when it comes to operations 
that are deemed to precipitate a strongly positive or negative response in 
public opinion (at home or where the action is taken).
 If the selected concepts cover the entire spectrum of conflict other 
than war, the Libyan campaign illustrates an important practical lesson 
derived from the conclusion about conceptual overlap. A warship can 
obviously, at least during a military campaign such as that in Libya, be 
involved in actions under each of the concepts. This, in turn, implies that 
the potential use of capabilities of various platforms (such as vessels, air-
craft) is typically quite wide. If this is also true in other cases, then nations 
are required to choose either platforms that can be used in roles covered 
by all four concepts, or to develop ships and platforms tailored only to 
specific roles. One general difference could possibly be that military mis-
sions at the lower end of the capabilities spectrum, towards Humanitarian 
Operations, necessitate more in the form of endurance and less techno-
logically advanced systems. This would also imply smaller and less special-
ized crews. On the other hand, the other end of the spectrum would 
require ships with very sophisticated and advanced technology, such as 
highly qualified and expensive sensors and weapon systems. This is a 
major challenge not only for politicians, but also for military strategists 
and planners of the next generation of naval platforms. How should they 
prioritize between these requirements, especially when the current tend-
ency is declining defence budgets and an increase in the cost of 
platforms?
 The concepts used above are unfortunately not a sufficient answer; 
instead what is needed is a general theory which lays down the aims and 
methods for the use of naval forces in peace. Such a theory should ideally 
correspond to traditional sea power theories on the use of naval force in 
wartime. Only then would it provide ample support for the development 
of new men- of-war.
 The tension between the need for clarity of purpose and the demand 
for versatility and platforms and crew performance can probably never be 
eliminated. Since naval operations in peace are closely linked to a nation’s 
foreign policy it is on the one hand only appropriate that concepts are 
linked to the political purpose of the naval activities per se. But at the 
same time, from a military perspective, strategy and procurement plan-
ning specialists must specify what capabilities the individual warship must 
possess and under what conditions it will be used. To achieve the latter 
while maintaining a strong connection to the possible range of political 
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objectives, different operation- oriented concepts are usefully clustered 
within an overall strategic concept, albeit one with sharper boundaries 
than hitherto. The latest British Maritime Doctrine, using War- fighting, 
Maritime Security and International Engagement as a basic vocabulary, 
may be a step in that direction.67 Precisely how classical Naval Diplomacy 
fits into this categorization and to what extent it squares with a political 
purpose and legal mandate will nevertheless need to be studied further.
 Another set of naval lessons is related to what we should conclude from 
the ‘Libya model’ of military campaign. To be sure, each conflict has its 
unique features and they cannot easily be compared. Naval forces, with 
their strategic mobility, can move into areas of interest and intervene at a 
time, place and extent of their choosing. In the case of Libya, there were 
naval forces in the vicinity and the distance to several NATO states was 
short. Several units nevertheless needed to be repositioned from other 
areas to participate in operations in the Mediterranean. When the conflict 
escalated there were similarly a large number of naval units in or near the 
area of operations.
 If there is a major crisis related to international peace and security like 
that preceding the Libyan intervention but in an area farther away, where 
airfields or ports cannot be used as launching pads, the necessity of acting 
with a sea- based task force is obvious. Such a sea- based task force deployed 
off the coast of an operational area could carry out both intelligence gath-
ering as well as it could execute attacks against targets on land, as was 
clearly illustrated by the Libya campaign. Both coalition and NATO naval 
task forces showed a capability to project power on the Libyan main land 
with a combination of airstrikes, cruise missiles and naval gun support. 
Although there were indications that the intensity of the operation nearly 
(or entirely) emptied certain ammunition stocks in some European states 
and so re- emphasized their operational dependence on US military infra-
structure and logistics, the campaign indicated that an aggregate Euro-
pean capacity exists.
 Perhaps more importantly, the Libyan resistance at sea presented no 
problem for the allied naval forces, which was superior in terms of equip-
ment as well as training. Even if the Libyan fleet had had a higher capa-
city, the allied force was so superior that it would not have been 
significantly affected by the resistance. In the future, other states in the 
proximity of Europe or further afield could end up in a situation that 
results in a UN resolution and a military campaign to implement it; but 
most of these countries also typically possess limited naval resources. 
Despite the coordination problems that inevitably arise when a multi-
national force is created for a specific purpose, the naval operations in the 
Libya campaign demonstrated that even a rapidly cobbled together con-
stellation of American, European and Middle East navies may very well be 
in a position to substantively assist other military efforts in the enforce-
ment of a robust UN Security Council resolution.
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6 Fragments of an army
Three aspects of the Libya collapse

Karl Sörenson and Nima Damidez

Introduction

The events of 2011 in North Africa and the so- called Arab Spring are fre-
quently portrayed by both Arab and Western media as events that had 
common causes, goals and trajectories.1 Yet while the people in Tunis and 
Cairo managed to successfully oust their former leaders through protests, 
sit- ins and demonstrations, the Libyan nation was thrown into a civil war.2 
The Libyan civil war, although a relatively brief conflict and confined to 
certain areas of the country, was sustained and much nourished by 
‘Colonel Muammar al- Quadaffi’s four- decade-long effort to consolidate 
his power and rule by patronage to kin and clan’.3

 The notion that tribal loyalties and kinship played a major role in the 
events that unfolded in Libya during the ensuing civil war is supported by 
the fact that Colonel Gaddafi’s (Muammar al- Quadaffi’s)4 unpredictable 
rule had resulted in a deeply rooted suspicion among the Libyan people 
toward the government and its institutions. Furthermore, prior to Gadd-
afi’s fall and death, the Libyan armed forces was an oversized and archaic 
organization that desperately lacked the personnel needed to fill its ranks. 
As with many other Libyan governmental institutions it was severely ham-
pered by the Colonel’s constant reorganization attempts and his own 
eccentric decisions. Many forms of military training were banned due to 
Gaddafi’s fear that they might enable disloyal elements of the armed 
forces to stage a coup against his rule. These security precautions also 
entailed rotating officers in order to prevent units of the armed forces 
from being too attached to their commanding officers.5

 Ironically, it was the above mentioned measures taken by Gaddafi and 
those close to him that contributed to the rapid collapse and following dis-
integration of the Libyan armed forces. As the sizeable Libyan armed 
forces crumbled through interior fragmentation and external pressure 
new structures emerged. How can this rapid breakdown of a military 
organization be explained? What were the inner workings behind the col-
lapse? Although the fabric of Libyan society is complex and there certainly 
were many contributing factors, internal as well as external, this chapter 
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investigates three aspects which often are taken into account when 
explaining the political culture of North Africa; patrimonialism, militarism 
and islamism.
 The chapter starts out by offering a general description of North Africa 
through the prism of these three categories. It then turns to examining 
the status of the Libyan armed forces prior to the popular uprising. The 
next part provides a brief summary of the major events which shaped the 
Libyan civil war in 2011. The chapter then returns to the three aspects of 
Libyan political culture to assess which of these were more influential as 
the Libyan armed forces fragmented. Hence, the overarching idea is to 
identify which of these three aspects is most prominent in an explanatory 
effort aiming to deconstruct the dynamics that so quickly reshaped the 
military and political landscape of Libya.

Status of current research

This chapter investigates the period from the inception of the Libyan 
uprising until the day when the National Transitional Council (NTC) 
declared Libya liberated, on 23 October 2011. Given the security situation 
in Libya during this period, reliable sources are notoriously difficult to 
come by. Hence, most of this chapter’s factual claims rely on newspaper 
articles, reports and internet publications in Arabic, English and French. 
With regard to the period during Gaddafi’s rule in Libya the status of 
research is considerably better, although Libya never seems to have been 
the focus of attention for scholars interested in North Africa or the Middle 
East. This chapter draws heavily on Dirk Vanderwalle’s book A History of 
Modern Libya for a backdrop to Libya’s political structure and history, while 
Anthony Cordesman and Aram Nerguizian’s presentation of Libya in the 
North African military balance furnishes the account with rich informa-
tion about the status of the Libyan armed forces prior to the popular 
uprising in 2011. For the chapter’s theoretical framework we rely on James 
Bill and Robert Springborg’s Politics in the Middle East.

Political culture in North Africa

When examining the political context of the North African states, it 
becomes apparent that the colonial legacy has left a deep imprint on their 
respective histories. The European colonial venture in North Africa consti-
tutes a major factor in North African state- building and the formation of a 
national identity. Not only did the Arab people have to succumb to the 
idea of a fragmented Muslim Nation or ‘Umma’, but it also posed dif-
ficulties for the independent Arab governments in their efforts to generate 
loyalties to the new states among their citizens, Arab or non- Arab. 
However, not all of the North African states faced the same mountainous 
task as nations such as Iraq or Lebanon. Egypt, for example, had enjoyed 
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periods of governmental autonomy, a factor which undoubtedly worked as 
adamantine glue among the Egyptians.6 Other North African states, e.g. 
Algeria, had a burdensome time successfully integrating minority com-
munities into a post- colonial structure. In the case of Libya, the federal 
system was abolished in 1963, but the unified state with its centralized gov-
ernment never became a natural choice during its state formation.7

 As mentioned above we approach our topic along three different lines 
of North African political culture: patrimonialism, militarism and Islam-
ism. These three strains of political development, as proposed by James 
Bill and Robert Springborg in Politics in the Middle East, can be understood 
as forming important elements of the political landscape.8 Bill and Spring-
borg stress that to assume that the political culture in North Africa is con-
fined only to these aspects is a generalization with the weaknesses that this 
entails. Other political ideologies, such as democracy, nationalism and 
pan- Arabism, are also valid terms when describing the political develop-
ments that have emerged in contemporary North Africa. The concepts 
proposed by Bill and Springborg are, however, especially selected for the 
purposes of this chapter and aim at reviewing the quick disintegration of 
the Libyan armed forces and bring a better understanding of the mechan-
isms that were in play during the turbulent months in 2011, ultimately 
leading to the fall of the Qaddafi regime.

Patrimonialism

A prevalent characteristic in North African political leadership is the 
strong presence of patrimonial rule. Patrimonialism often denotes author-
itarian rule, characterized by a number of components. These characteris-
tics are personalism, proximity, informality, balanced conflict, military 
prowess and religious rationalization. Personalism can be explained as 
governance through a network of personal relationships. Thus, the major-
ity of political decisions reside in the said networks. Personalism was a 
common trait in the courts of the old Islamic dynasties, though its pres-
ence is still tangible in modern- day Arab bureaucracy and authoritarian 
rule.9 In patrimonial societies physical proximity often entails political 
influence and power. First and foremost these are often close family 
members, such as brothers and sons. The concept of proximity is evident 
in a number of North African countries, e.g. Libya and Egypt, where the 
sons of the former leaders were set to sustain their fathers’ legacies.10 The 
above- mentioned patrimonial characteristics promote informality. Per-
sonal relations and proximity to the ruler encourage informal decision 
making rather than cementing formal political formal institutions. This 
becomes apparent in the Libyan case where formal decision making was, 
and to a degree still is, non- existent.11

 Informality has the ‘added benefit’ of sowing the seeds of distrust 
among those involved in the networks.12 This in turn creates fertile soil for 
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balanced conflict. To echo the assessment of Bill and Springborg: ‘In a 
Middle- Eastern context, the dictum “divide and rule” takes on a special 
meaning.’13 Several North African leaders have been especially apt at nour-
ishing existing rivalries and creating new ones. The Gaddafis, the Bourgui-
bas, the Nassers and the Moroccan monarchs have all utilized the tactic of 
balanced conflict to their advantage. In order to consolidate their political 
power many of the North African leaders also assume the role of the 
benevolent knight, a culture that has deep roots in the Middle- East and 
North Africa (MENA). Military prowess is thus yet another tool used by 
the patrimonial leader, often permeated by an emphasis on personal 
courage and skill as a military commander. Abdel- Aziz Bouteflika, the 
current Algerian president, embodies this ideal as he joined the resistance 
movement against the French during Algeria’s struggle for independ-
ence.14 Muhammad Gaddafi is another North African leader who illus-
trates the point, holding the title of Colonel since the days of the Libyan 
revolution of 1969.15

 As regards religious rationalization, North African rulers tend to opt for 
a largely secular approach to their power. This does not stop individual 
leaders in the region from seeking to bolster their legitimacy and power 
by capitalizing on religion. For example, the Moroccan monarchy has long 
claimed a genealogic connection to the Prophet Mohammed. From time 
to time, Libyan leader Muammar Gaddafi also adopted an Islamic rhet-
oric, most notably during his visits to the sub- Saharan states.16

Militarism

In the post- colonial era of the North African states, the military has been 
generously endowed with resources and few constitutional reins. Thus, the 
armed forces have managed to acquire a role as a major player on the 
political scene. There are several explanations for this: the perceived 
threat from their former colonial masters; regional rivalries; the perceived 
threat from Israel; the fact that many of the North African leaders have 
military backgrounds.17 Furthermore, the military is also regularly cast as a 
bulwark against political opponents and hostile internal elements, be they 
chimerical or actual.18 The military is thus not only used to counter and 
expel foreign threats but also to effectuate and perpetuate the prevailing 
political rule.
 However, the patronage of the military establishment also poses an 
inherent danger for the ruling elites. In many North African states the 
threat of a military coup d’état cannot be disregarded by current leaders. A 
number of techniques have therefore been employed in order to pre- empt 
the perceived threat. Rotating officers and creating a satisfied military 
corps are two of the more predominate ones. Of course, this threat varies 
greatly from state to state and has little to do with the size of the respective 
country’s armed forces, as in the case of Mauritania.19 A particularly 
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pertinent example of military rule in North Africa is Gaddafi’s Libya until 
2011. Gaddafi himself was a former soldier: a graduate from the military 
academy in an era when universities were closed to lower and middle 
classes, he quickly rose to Captain and was finally promoted to the rank of 
Colonel.20 Unlike his North African contemporaries – Mubarak in Egypt 
and Bouteflika in Algeria – Gaddafi, in a gesture that may be construed to 
appear as modesty, settled for the rank of Colonel, whereas the former 
leaders promoted themselves to General and Chief of the Armed Forces, 
respectively.21

 Nonetheless, North African Militarism as a political concept also 
assumes different shapes and forms. In Algeria, for example, the military 
establishment has manoeuvred itself into a position from whence it can 
rule but not be burdened by the day- to-day administration of governing a 
country.22 As there are few discernible boundaries between the govern-
ment and the military, its symbiosis can easily be capitalized on, and ulti-
mately controlled by, the politico- military elite. The Algerian example 
demonstrates that militarism, like many other types of political rule, is 
constantly evolving and adapting to different circumstances in North 
Africa.
 As a final remark on militarism in the region, there were few signs indi-
cating that this phenomenon was declining in the Maghreb region before 
the so- called ‘Arab spring’. Between the years 1988 and 2006 military 
expenditure increased by a huge 109 per cent, which in that period made 
North Africa the record holder for the largest increase in military expend-
iture in the world by region.23 On the one hand, the regional rivalries and 
domestic tensions are likely to sustain this trend; yet, on the other hand, 
the nascent democracies, in combination with demographic pressure 
caused by the ‘young bulge’ in the region, might in the coming decades 
weaken the hitherto powerful influence of military elites in the Maghreb.24

Islamism

Considering the large gap between state and society, and the scarcity of 
political options in North African states, Islamism has emerged and 
strengthened its foothold in the entire Maghreb.25 Islamism in North 
Africa has many faces; it can entail a moderate and constitutional orienta-
tion such as in the case of the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) in Egypt which 
officially denounces violence,26 while other groupings, e.g. Al Qaeda in the 
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), opt for a militant and violent approach to polit-
ical rivals.27 Whichever form Islamism takes on it has been, and to a degree 
still is, perceived as a real threat by the higher echelons of the North 
African governments.28 This with due reason, since Islamism from time to 
time has posed a tangible challenge to contemporary North African rulers. 
In the case of Algeria, the challenge from the Islamists culminated in a 
decade long civil war. The prelude to the war was marked by the electoral 
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victory of the Islamist party, Le Front Islamique du Salut (FIS), in the parlia-
mentary elections of 1991. This was a fact that was hard to accept for the 
military- backed Algerian government, which gave the order to suspend the 
electoral process in the beginning of 1992. Armed resistance ensued and 
the country was plunged in a civil war that lasted for almost a decade and 
cost almost 150,000 lives.29

 Not all North African states have had the same history of violence in 
their confrontations with Islamists as Algeria. Nonetheless, Islamism, both 
in its constitutional and violent manifestations, has indeed proven to be a 
political force to be reckoned with in post- revolutionary North Africa.
 As mentioned previously, religious rationalization is a key aspect of pat-
rimonialism. In the case of Libya, Islam has never been disregarded as a 
political tool by Gaddafi. Even in the beginning of his career the former 
Libyan leader made sure to infuse his political program with references to 
Islam.30 However, modern- day Libya was never spared the threat of Jihad-
ism (i.e. Islamism through violence) and, as a political leader in North 
Africa who throughout his reign battled a variety of Islamist factions, 
Muammar Gaddafi had his fair share of religiously inspired adversaries. In 
a sense, Libyan Islamism can best be said to have been a reflection of the 
rather idiosyncratic political landscape that Gaddafi himself formed and 
reshaped during his time in power. The lack of a national parliament or 
any political institutions, other than on a local municipal level, rendered 
the idea of an Islamist reform party on Libyan soil impossible. In addition, 
much of what would have been the political language of an Islamist 
agenda had been thwarted by Gaddafi’s political mixture of Islam, 
Arabism, anti- Western sentiments, and his own brand of Arab socialism, all 
expressed in his so- called Green Book.31

 Islamism in Gaddafi’s Libya has therefore mainly been represented by 
the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group (LIFG). Founded in 1990 the group 
went through most of the alternative stages of a resistance movement’s 
political life: it numbered over a 1,000 members; at one point it pledged 
allegiance to al- Qaeda; it was disbanded; its leaders renounced its former 
ways; and finally, in 2011 many of its former members joined the popular 
uprising against Gaddafi.32

The Arab Jamahiriyyah’s armed forces

In 2003 the Arab Jamahiriyyah (Great People’s Republic) came in from 
the cold, diplomatically speaking. Before that Libya had made a name for 
itself as the outcast of the North African countries, a development largely 
due to the eccentricities and political caprice of the country’s leader, 
Muammar Gaddafi. Militarily, Libya was never entirely disconnected from 
the rest of the world. Although Gaddafi subjected the Libyan armed forces 
to a state of perpetual reorganization attempts, he also furnished 
the military with new weapon systems and platforms. As a result, on paper 
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the Libyan defence looked quite impressive. With vast quantities of equip-
ment, Libya had a formidable military apparatus for a country of roughly 6 
million inhabitants, even if a large proportion of this equipment was kept 
in storage or was poorly maintained. The latter point is highlighted by 
Cordesman and Nerguizian, who in 2009 referred to Libya as ‘the world’s 
largest military parking lot’.33

 Libya began its military build up in the 1970s and subsequently nur-
tured a militaristic mindset which resulted in an undermanned and over-
sized military organization. Until the domestic uprising broke out in 
February 2011, the Libyan army consisted of 50,000 men, half of whom 
were poorly trained conscripts (see Table 6.1). The conscripts were organ-
ized in units which lacked reasonably dimensioned tasks in relation to 
their actual capability. To put this problem into perspective, in 2010 Libya 
possessed 25–33 per cent of the manpower required to fill the needs of 
existing military units. The army’s development was also hampered by 
widespread nepotism and Gaddafi’s own security precautions, which 
involved rotating officers to prevent coup attempts. Gaddafi had also dis-
allowed certain types of training believing that they might come to 
threaten his personal security.
 Occasionally there were reports of the existence of a few elite units, 
such as the 32nd Brigade, the People’s Cavalry, or the Revolutionary 
Guard Corps, supposedly better trained and equipped compared to other 
formations. According to some observers however, these units should be 
viewed as representative of Gaddafi’s transient military ideology rather 
than genuine attempts at improving the quality of the existing military 
organization. Moreover, the Jamahiriyyah’s capacity for logistics, combat 
support and services were similarly poor. In particular, the Libyan military 
leadership’s rather whimsical approach to arms and equipment acquisi-
tions made maintenance a horrendously difficult task. All things con-
sidered, the combat efficiency of the Libyan armed forces was, already well 
in advance of 2011, very low, and would never have been able to fight a 
war, especially not if confronted with a modern military, or even a well- 
organized asymmetrical enemy.34

 The above can be said to be true for the Libyan Navy as well. In early 
2011, certain crews were regarded to have moderate capacity to operate 
effectively. However, deficiencies could frequently be found in logistics, 
support as well as combat training. Libya’s naval capacity was restricted to 
patrol and coastal missions.35 Nonetheless, a couple of modernization pro-
jects were underway, as Libya was to receive patrol vessels to improve the 
Navy’s ability to intercept smuggling and trafficking. New vessel acquisi-
tions were also in progress which could update the country’s search and 
rescue capacity. Libya naval vessels had on a couple of occasions also par-
taken in NATO- led maritime exercises.36

 The Libyan Air Force retained an impressive fleet of aircraft, some of 
which can be considered to be of an advanced type. The majority of the 
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Libyan aircraft were, and are, of Russian origin.37 Libya’s armadas of attack 
and fighter aircraft, transport and fuel crafts, as well as its moderate 
support and intelligence capabilities, should have enabled the Libyans to 
operate an air force to be reckoned with. This, however, was not the case; 
inadequate pilot training, poor maintenance and a general lack of person-
nel plagued the air force, for a long period of time in the same manner as 
the rest of the military branches. In fact, a large proportion of the air force 
missions were flown by North Korean, Pakistani, Syrian and former Soviet 
pilots and instructors. In 2010, it is possible that up to 50 per cent of 
Libya’s aircrafts were grounded or unfit for operational service.38

Countdown to the fall of Gaddafi

In order to understand the events which finally led to the fall of Gaddafi it 
is necessary to trace the major events which came to reshape the political 
landscape in Libya. Well aware that any description of the events during 
2011 will be incomplete, something still needs to be said about the chro-
nology of the Libyan conflict during 2011. Although insufficient as a full 
description of what transpired during the popular uprising, a backdrop in 
the form of a sequenced narrative is deemed appropriate to set the scene 
for our forthcoming discussion of Libya’s political culture. The idea is to 
give the reader a brief review of events in order to connect it to the ana-
lysis which follows in the next section of this chapter.
 As described in the introduction to this volume, an uprising in Tunisia 
was set off on 19 December 2010 by the confiscation of a young fruit sell-
er’s goods in Tunis, Tunisia. The young man, Muhammed Bouazizi, later 
set fire to himself in apparent frustration over his situation and that of 
young fellow Tunisians facing rampant unemployment subsistence 
incomes and few prospects of real improvement. About a month later, on 
16 January 2011, Muammar Gaddafi appeared on Libyan state television 
and condemned the events that unfolded in Tunisia in the aftermath of 
Bouazizi’s one- man protest. Gaddafi finished his speech by listing what he 
viewed as the benefits of the Libyan system of government to the Tunisian 
people.39

Table 6.1 Status of Libyan Armed Forces, 2010

Army 25,000 plus an estimated 25,000 conscripts: total 50,000
Navy 8,000
Air Force 18,000 (374 combat-capable aircraft)
Reserves (People’s Militia) Estimated 40,000
Conscription period 1–2 

years

Source: The Military Balance 2010, International Institute for Strategic Studies, London: 
Routledge, 2010, pp. 262–263.
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 On 16 February 2011, the first protests erupted in Benghazi, Libya’s 
second largest city and located in the eastern part of the country. Beginning 
as a response to the reports of the arrest of a human rights campaigner, the 
protests set off a chain of three consecutive days of demonstrations in the 
city of Benghazi. The Gaddafi regime responded with more riot police, 
military intervention and by rallying supporters in televised events. As the 
clashes between the anti- Gaddafi movement and forces loyal to the Colonel 
continued to intensify, the United Nation Security Council unanimously 
voted on 26 February to refer Gaddafi to the International Criminal Court.40 
Meanwhile, Britain announced that it had revoked diplomatic immunity for 
Gaddafi and his family. Just a couple of days later, on 28 February 2011, the 
rebels seized control of the town of Zawiyah, only 30 miles from the capital 
Tripoli. On 8 March 2011, as the fighting around the town of Zawiya exacer-
bated, the British Prime Minister, David Cameron, and the President of the 
United States, Barack Obama, began seriously weighing the option of impos-
ing a no- fly zone over Libya. On 18 March 2011, the UN Security Council 
passed a resolution in favour of a no- fly zone and directed the commence-
ment of air strikes in Libya.41

 Meanwhile, in Benghazi, the resistance continued. The fact that the 
uprising broke out in the eastern provinces of Libya is hardly surprising. 
Libya’s eastern provinces are made up of several tribes of which the Abu 
Llail, the Misurata and the al- Awaqirs may be identified as the dominant 
three. The Misurata tribe, which has taken its name from a region in the 
east, joined the uprising early and is considered to be one of the largest 
and most influential tribes in Libya, particularly in the Benghazi area. 
Members in the Abu Llail were also quick to activate its resistance and con-
tributed to the anti- Gaddafi movement. The Al- Awaqir tribe, like the Misu-
rata, has in the past held several ministerial positions; it is based in the 
Barqah region in Cyrenaica, and also played a central role in Libyan pol-
itics during the country’s struggle for freedom under both the Ottomans 
and the Italians.42 While all of these tribes at times have had important 
representation in Tripoli, they have also frequently been marginalized.
 On 19 March 2011, when operation Odyssey Dawn was launched, the 
NATO forces primarily targeted al- Gaddafi’s air defences and the cities 
where the rebels were fighting to hold off the Gaddafi forces. The bulk of 
the assaults on Gaddafi- controlled Libya were executed in the following 
three days, during which Muammar Gaddafi’s compound was targeted. 
On 26 March, a week into the establishment of a no fly zone by the coali-
tion, the strategically important town of Ajdabiya was captured by the anti- 
government rebels. Fuelled by the backing of the Western powers, the 
rebels’ offensive gained momentum. As Gaddafi troops defected they set 
their sights on the coastal cities and towns between their position and the 
capital Tripoli. Within a day towns like Brega, Ras Lanuf and Bin Jawad all 
fell to the rebel advance. Sirte, Gaddafi’s hometown and stronghold, 
rapidly came within their range.43
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 On 30 March 2011, Moussa Koussa, one of Muammar Gaddafi’s closest 
allies and the acting Foreign Minister of Libya, resigned and then fled to 
the United Kingdom. His escape to Britain was arranged by the British 
intelligence services. To add insult to injury, the person that was supposed 
to fill Mr. Koussa’s shoes, Deputy Foreign Minister Abdul Ati al- Obeidi, 
left for Greece. The cracks in Gaddafi’s regime were becoming all the 
more apparent. However, on 10 April, the Colonel’s army seemed to have 
turned the tide and Ajdabiya was wrested out of the rebels’ hands. Gaddafi 
forces then pressed on, reinforced by the 32nd Brigade, towards the heart 
of the rebel command, Benghazi. In the days that followed, heavy fighting 
continued over key strategic towns and cities such as Misrata and Ajdabiya. 
On 1 May 2011, Muammar Gaddafi’s son, Saf ul- Arab, and three of the 
leader’s grandsons were killed in a NATO airstrike. The Colonel himself 
was in the building but managed to escape unharmed.
 Although Gaddafi had set up elite units such as the 32nd Reinforced 
Brigade, led by his own son Khamis, it was rumoured that mercenaries 
needed to be recruited from Libya’s sub- Saharan neighbours to boost the 
numbers of those forces.44 The rest of the Libyan army, and the govern-
mental structure supporting it, virtually fell apart during the nine- month 
long conflict. Starting with the defection of the Libyan Minister for 
Foreign Affairs, Moussa Koussa, the pace at which those formerly close to 
the Libyan leader abandoned ship soon accelerated. By the end of May 
2011, more than eight generals and an entire brigade had either left the 
country or joined the opposition in the fight against their former benefac-
tor. Moreover, defecting generals reported in the same month that Gadd-
afi’s army was only operating at a 20 per cent level.45

 It appears that the Libyan leader was growing more and more desper-
ate during this period. One indication was the steady stream of odd state-
ments made by Gaddafi in which he threatened to send Libyan ‘martyrs’ 
to Europe to ‘liberate’ territories such as the Canary Islands, Andalusia 
and Sicily (under Arab control in medieval times). A month later 
Muammar Gaddafi’s son, Saif ul- Islam, announced that he had formed a 
pact with the Islamists (previously charged by him to be the instigators of 
the civil war). A few weeks later the rebels advanced progressively on 
Tripoli, as several important towns fell into rebel hands.46

 The overthrow of Gaddafi appeared inevitable as the rebels sacked his 
personal compound in the country’s capital, Tripoli. However, Gaddafi 
himself refused to admit defeat as he reportedly proclaimed ‘Martyrdom 
or victory!’ and fled his former seat of power. Within two days the NTC 
announced that it was moving the cabinet from Benghazi to the capital. 
Gaddafi nevertheless continued to issue messages proclaiming that he 
would never leave the land, and urged those loyal to him to continue fight-
ing. The search for the former Libyan leader was extended to the town of 
Bani Walid, where Gaddafi and his son, Saif ul- Islam were rumoured to 
have taken their refuge.47
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 Gaddafi and forces loyal to him concentrated their efforts to the western 
provinces, especially the area between Tripoli and Sirte. The major tribes 
in the west are comprised of the Qadhafah, the Magariha, the Zuwaya and 
the Warfalla. The Qadhafah is Muammar Gaddafi’s own tribe and hence 
the one from which he recruited his most trusted soldiers. Historically, the 
Qadhafah tribe has not been considered to be one of the more influential 
tribes in Libya. After the Colonel’s ascension to power the tribe’s influence 
and political clout nonetheless grew. Also located in the West, the Magar-
iha is the tribe of the convicted Lockerbie bomber, Abdel Baset al- Megrahi, 
and the country’s second largest. For decades, the tribe’s head, Abdel 
Sallam Jalloud, was considered to be Muammar Gaddafi’s closest associate, 
and the tribe remained well positioned in the government apparatus and 
the security services even after he fell from grace.
 Two other tribes deserve mention. The Zuwaya is a smaller tribe from the 
central costal region and also the tribe of the former Libyan minister of 
justice, Abdulqasim Zwai. The Warfalla has traditionally been aligned with 
Gaddafi’s own tribe, the Qadhafah. At the same time, the Warfalla were 
among the first tribes to join the movement against Gaddafi. The tribe’s 
adherents amount to approximately one million and their secession from 
the Colonel’s camp in early 2011 dealt a severe blow to his authority.48

 It was perhaps when the Warfalla tribe abandoned Colonel Muammar 
Gaddafi that his downfall was accelerated, as the inter- tribal rift suddenly 
opened up a second flank, now to the west. Several military leaders sim-
ilarly changed sides, not only to refrain from becoming engaged in direct 
armed struggle, but so as to actively support the popular uprising. In addi-
tion, numerous marginalized and suppressed individuals and communities 
who had suffered under the Gaddafi regime took up arms and joined the 
opposition. In the beginning of the uprising, that is, before the influential 
clans changed sides, this was a particularly dangerous position to adopt for 
the indigenous Berbers. Primarily located in the western and southern 
provinces, they were often an easy target for loyalist forces, though always 
adamant that they would refuse to back down in their struggle against the 
Libyan leader.
 For these and other reasons Sirte became the last key battle ground as 
NATO forces and the forces of the new Libyan government escalated the 
search for Gaddafi and his son. The siege in Sirte lasted for roughly two 
weeks, yet it took an additional week before Colonel Muammar Gaddafi 
was captured alive. He later died as a result of injuries sustained to his 
head and legs, caused by his agitated capturers. On 20 October 2011 
footage of a body being dragged through the streets resulted in uncon-
firmed rumours that Muammar Gaddafi had indeed been killed. His body 
was later taken to the town of Misrata where large crowds gathered. On 19 
and 20 October respectively, Saif ul- Islam and the former head of Intelli-
gence Abdullah al- Senussi were also captured while attempting to flee to 
the country of Niger.49
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Explaining the collapse: which aspect of Libya’s political 
culture was most significant?

The previous section offers a rudimentary summary of the events leading 
up to the fall of the Gaddafi regime. Although it is important to under-
stand the major events taking place, what perhaps is most striking is how 
quickly the situation unfolded. From inception to the end of the crisis less 
than a year passed. However, the timeline itself does not offer any specific 
insight into how these events can be understood: perhaps a year is less of a 
research puzzle if the underlying dynamics can be better understood. 
Returning to the three political aspects proposed by Bill and Springberg, 
we shall try to examine if indeed these came into play, and if they did, in 
what form they can be traced in the rapid succession of events of 2011.

Revolutionary Islamism in Libya

As previously mentioned, like most of its North African neighbours Libya 
has not been left untouched by jihadism or revolutionary Islamism. After 
the fall of Gaddafi there were initial fears that the country might become a 
safe haven for al- Qaeda inspired jihadists. Furthermore, as the elections in 
Egypt and Tunisia –Libya’s geographic and revolutionary neighbours – 
resulted in parliamentary seats and victories for Islamists of different polit-
ical and religious persuasions, some observers believed that the political 
trajectory in Libya might develop along the same lines.
 As the prelude to the demise of Colonel Gaddafi was an all- out military 
conflict, Libya had caught the interest of militant Islamists who thrive in 
environments that give rise to popular uprisings in the Arab world.50 
During the relatively brief conflict of 2011, jihadist elements did indeed 
take advantage of the opportunity to participate in the fighting and thus 
gain more influence. Moreover, there were reports indicating that a 
smaller number of jihadists and veterans from the conflicts in Iraq, 
Afghanistan and Pakistan had joined the fighting. At the same time, the 
jihadists in Libya seemed to exert limited influence during the conflict. 
Although the jihadists’ fighting experience was in demand, the majority of 
the Libyan population appears to have taken a ‘more secular approach’ to 
the uprising and its ultimate objectives. The main reason for the jihadist 
failure to establish a foothold in Libya seems to be Muammar Gaddafi’s 
policies. The Colonel’s persecution of the country’s home- grown Islamists, 
the creation of a relatively secular educational system, and the launching 
of a reconciliation programme with the remaining hardcore jihadists, 
severely weakened the Islamist position in Libya.51

 Overall in North Africa, jihadist movements have proven adept at 
exploiting the situation in politically unstable Arab states to their own 
advantage. Libya is no exception, as demonstrated in September 2012 
when the United States consulate in Benghazi was attacked by what was 
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described as a ‘pro- al-Qaeda group’.52 Still, it can be argued that the 
course of the armed conflict in 2011 indicates that the fear of a sanctuary 
for jihadists on Libyan territory might be exaggerated anyway.53As regards 
the non- revolutionary, constitutional brand of Islamism on Libyan soil, for 
instance practised by the local branch of the Muslim Brotherhood, they 
went so far in reconciliatory politics and rapprochement with the 
Colonel’s son, Saif ul- Islam, that their credibility among the Libyan popu-
lation suffered severely.54

Hollowed- out militarism

As the popular uprising in Libya unravelled into an all- out military con-
flict, the armed forces controlled by Gaddafi were put to their first real 
test. Ironically, the very system that the Colonel had taken great effort to 
organize, divide and control in order for it not to pose a threat to his 
power eventually failed to protect him. Muammar Gaddafi had created a 
system in which the armed forces, like many other apparatuses of the state, 
were divided in accordance with tribal, ancestral and clan ties. The armed 
forces were arranged in such a manner that personal connection, favourit-
ism, proximity and perceived loyalty came to be the chief reason for 
recruitment and ensuing grants. In a sense, it was an intricate system based 
on ‘divide and rule’, but it was a system not only confined to pitching tribe 
against tribe, or even within the tribes: Gaddafi’s scheme went as far as 
pitching families against each other. The divide and rule concept also 
included a physical approach where the regime spread mutually isolated 
military units to garrison towns across Libya.55

 The deficiencies in military organization, training and equipment main-
tenance, presented above in this chapter, contributed to the fragmenta-
tion accepted, and even cultivated, by the regime. Gaddafi’s military 
structure thus had an extraordinarily difficult task when facing an uprising 
backed by Western military forces. The militarism that Gaddafi had strug-
gled to uphold was hollowed- out, as he himself was forced to retreat to 
tribal positions and loyalties. Gaddafi was also forced to rely on pan- 
military units, such as his Revolutionary Guard and pan- African corps, 
which consisted of mercenaries recruited during his various campaigns in 
Africa.56

 The tribal fragmentation that contributed to Gaddafi’s fall is also likely 
to be one of the largest challenges facing the post- revolutionary govern-
ment of today. As the armed forces and security services arranged them-
selves in accordance with pre- existing or new loyalties and allegiances, no 
real system was poised to consolidate and protect the new political leader-
ship of Libya.57 It is too early to analyse fully the effects of nearly 40 years 
of Gaddafi’s rule on the security apparatus of Libya. However, efforts to 
bridge the gaps put in place by the former regime will probably be an 
important dimension in stabilizing the country’s forces and filling the 
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ranks with individuals whose primary loyalty is to the state rather than to 
ancestral tribes. The restructuring and rebuilding of the Libyan armed 
forces will present a formidable task from this vantage point, as armed 
groups may hesitate to relinquish control of military equipment and hard-
ware remains widely scattered around the country.

Patrimonialism and the role of the Libyan tribes

The tribal system in Libya has always played a major role in Libyan society, 
politically, socially and economically. With Muammar Gaddafi’s ascent to 
power the role of the tribes was further cemented and augmented. Histor-
ically, the engagement of the Libyan tribes in the state’s political affairs 
has accompanied the country’s conflicts against their colonial adversaries. 
Ottomans, Italians and other colonial powers have all met with resistance 
from the Libyan tribes.58

 During Muammar Gaddafi’s reign, Libya made strides towards becom-
ing a more urban society. This is largely due to vast increases in revenue as 
a result of the country’s expanding oil export sector. In recent years 
Colonel Gaddafi’s rule made Libya undergo a modernization process, 
socially and economically.59 It could be argued that these relatively rapid 
changes in the independent Libyan state’s fundamental structure should 
also have presented the prerequisites for demographic shift within the 
social fabric of the country. Nevertheless, many Libyans continue to 
identify themselves with a tribe or a clan.
 Even in modern times the number of tribes, or their salience, has not 
diminished. Before Colonel Gaddafi’s demise there were roughly 140 
tribes, of which around 30 had enough authority to significantly influence 
the actual politics of the Great People’s Republic.60 A political concession 
by the Colonel to the tribes, as a social entity, they went from being 
described and denounced as primordial and archaic to being acknow-
ledged as currency in the political arena of Gaddafi- run Libya. However, it 
was not until the 1990s, when the revolutionary aspects of Gaddafi’s rule 
were beginning to diminish, that he was forced to rely on the tribes for his 
own political domination.61 It was also during the 1990s that the Colonel 
experienced several coup attempts. These were planned and carried out 
by officers belonging to the Warfalla tribe and also by the LIFG.
 Even though the tribal system is still prominent in Libya, Muammar 
Gaddafi had masterfully honed his skills in managing and controlling the 
tribes. This became apparent in the armed forces where, as the BBC 
reported in February of 2011: ‘Fostering rivalries among the various tribes in 
the army through selective patronage has not only strengthened his control 
over the military, but has also worked to draw attention away from Colonel 
Gaddafi and his regime.’62 Furthermore, it was in different governmental 
and administrative organizations that tribal associations and kinship became 
apparent and important. Although the central importance of the tribal 
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communities in modern Libyan politics occasionally has been questioned, 
their role was highlighted by Saif ul- Islam Gaddafi himself during the initial 
phases of the Libyan uprising. Fearing civil war Saif ul- Islam noted that 
‘Unlike, Egypt and Tunisia, Libya is made up of tribes, clans and alliances.’63 
In fact, the words of Saif ul- Islam were not only a reminder to the tribes to 
remain loyal but presumably also weighed heavily on his own awareness that 
not even he had complete influence over all the segments of his own father’s 
complex governmental organization.64

 Although the political authority of tribes and clans may not be as exten-
sive as in the days of Libya’s anti- colonial struggle, the evidence suggests 
that they remain central. Nowhere else was this more evident than within 
the Libyan armed forces. The constant process of favouring of certain 
tribes and families over others, as well as the perpetual rotation of officers 
in order to avoid the bond between officer and soldier growing too strong, 
ironically appears to have helped to undo the Libyan armed forces, as it 
was tasked to fight an enemy many times stronger. The patrimonial card 
had been played consistently and repeatedly, very much at the expense of 
national and institutional loyalty, so when push came to shove many 
instantly did precisely what they had been trained to do: they promptly 
turned to their clan.

Conclusion

In his book A History of Modern Libya, Dirk Vandewalle describes the 
manner in which Muammar Gaddafi ran Libya:

In principle all authority belonged to the people . . . In reality, criti-
cism and grievances were only allowed to be expressed in a highly 
scripted form that served Qadhafi’s intentions to keep the political 
system unbalanced and unpredictable.65

The patrimonialism that Colonel Gaddafi exercised was ostentatious, 
though in many respects effective for the purpose of sustaining his author-
itarian regime. The Libyan leader managed to employ a number of patri-
monialist tricks to his advantage for over 40 years. However, constant use 
of the same patrimonialist recipe created a system in which ‘everyone was 
cooking the same soup’. Every sector of Muammar Gaddafi’s government, 
state institutions and protectors was seriously weakened by the Libyan 
leader’s constant changes of will, projects and whims.
 The Libyan armed forces, as guardians of the Libyan state, equally suf-
fered under the Colonel’s policies. Considering the fact that building 
operational capacity for any army is usually a time- consuming endeavour, 
the Colonel’s paranoia, caprice and nepotism rendered the armed forces 
little more than a paper tiger. Plagued by poor maintenance, constant 
changes in the leadership, faulty or obsolete equipment and a rampant 
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lack of personnel, the Libyan army under Gaddafi was not prepared, 
trained or motivated to fight an inspired rebel force backed by Western 
military powers. In fact, the Libyan armed forces had previously also 
proven to be spectacularly inept at fighting a determined rebel force. This 
became painfully apparent during the Libya- Chad conflict during the 
1980s, when lightly armed Chadian fighters managed to repel Libyan 
forces, delivering a heavy blow to an already demoralized cadre.66

 To attribute the collapse of the Libyan army entirely to Gaddafi’s 
version of a patrimonial system through constant manipulation of the 
tribal system would be unfair, as it ignores other important impulses in 
Libyan society. Most notably, of course, is the Libyan people’s longing for 
a different system, seemingly a democratic society, in some shape or form. 
Yet the patrimonial power structures created by the Libyan leader were 
indeed helpful in shaping an opposition against him based – not solely but 
to a considerable degree – along tribal lines. Gaddafi’s patronage of the 
tribal system encouraged loyalty towards tribe and clan rather than to a 
government. This is largely due to the fact that admittance to the inner 
circles of the government, bureaucracy, security and armed forces was 
based on a system that essentially operated in accordance with tribal 
lineage. Thus, Colonel Muammar Gaddafi, like his contemporaries in 
Egypt and to a degree in Tunisia, eventually became a victim of the very 
machinations he engineered.
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7 Managing perceptions
Strategic communication and the 
story of success in Libya

Rikke Bjerg Jensen

The Libya mission highlighted the challenges that the constantly evolving, 
rapidly changing communication environment holds for NATO forces; 
and, once again, it questioned the extent to which the British military 
really ‘get it’.1 As will be demonstrated below, the UK’s involvement in 
NATO’s operation in Libya was the first real campaign fought by the UK 
military with the support of strategic communication. This is not to say 
that employing communication tools as central components of military 
operations was new to the British military.2 However, the Libya campaign 
was the first campaign in which the British military adopted dedicated stra-
tegic communication doctrine, streamlined with NATO communication 
policy.3 The UK military’s approach to strategic communication and their 
formulation of a campaign narrative thus serve as clear examples of the 
communication processes in place within Western militaries in general, 
and within NATO in particular.
 For the UK, the Libya campaign presented an attractive opportunity to 
test the newly established cross- government approach to strategic commu-
nication. Framing the mission as a ‘liberation’ exercise helped promote 
messages and catchphrases that met the expectations of target audiences 
at home. Yet while it helped convince domestic audiences that the cam-
paign was worthwhile by painting images of heroes – as well as villains – it 
generally failed to influence the attitudes and behaviours of local audi-
ences. Importantly, this narrative was not confined to the UK military. In 
fact, the Libya campaign showed remarkable unity of output among 
NATO forces involved in the mission, indicating that the strategic nar-
rative was not exclusive to the British armed forces. Rather, the narrative 
was formulated through recurrent processes within contributing NATO 
forces, most notably the United States and France, with the latter having 
politically led the drive for international intervention. The UK approach 
thus represents a case through which further questions about NATO stra-
tegic communication can be raised and analysed. And, as with any case 
study, understanding an event through the examination of a particular 
case allows us to draw broader conclusions. Here, it allows us to engage 
with the overall vehicles and discourses that drove the Libya storyline.
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 However, the specific UK strategic narrative on Libya was also important 
in its own right. Not only was it essential for generating support among 
home audiences, it was critical to the creation of a transnational narrative. 
There are a few reasons for this. First, the key role played by the British 
armed forces during the Libya campaign positioned the UK storyline 
centre stage. Second, at a global level (and European in particular), the 
UK narrative contributed to the formation of strategic narratives within 
other participating nations, which ultimately meant that similar storylines 
were adopted across the coalition.4 And, finally, due to the fact that 
English as a language continues to be a dominant player on the world 
stage, narratives emerging from the UK political sphere, and promoted 
through UK national news outlets, are more likely to influence politicians, 
policy advisors, decision makers and opinion formers of other NATO 
countries.
 In this chapter, therefore, NATO’s 2011 Libya campaign serves as a key 
to understanding the drivers of military communication efforts and the 
mechanisms in place to promote particular campaign narratives, in an 
environment where public opinion sways political will. Engaging with 
military motivations for and processes of strategic communication during 
the Libya campaign is thus critical precisely because it problematizes how 
military- specific systems are employed to fulfil political objectives. This is 
important as the degree to which the military constitutes an independent 
organization, motivated by its own internal goals and politics, is largely 
overlooked.
 Particular attention is paid to the UK military’s understanding of stra-
tegic communication as a critical aspect of Operation Ellamy, the UK 
armed forces’ contribution to NATO’s Operation Unified Protector. 
Drawing on empirical data centred round observations and textual ana-
lysis,5 the chapter argues that the strategic narrative played an essential 
role for the British military and for NATO forces in Libya. During the 
Libya campaign the military acknowledged that 24-hour media and digital 
communications technology had a critical impact on campaign activity. 
And from a UK military perspective, ‘[e]ffective strategic communications 
work was central to the conduct of the campaign, especially in a 24/7 
media context.’6

 The chapter concludes that in order to understand the military driven 
communication structures, vehicles and discourses in place to ‘inform’ 
audiences during operational activity in general and during the Libya 
campaign in particular, it is important to recognize that new frameworks 
of understanding may be needed. From a NATO perspective, such frame-
works increasingly incorporate the use of strategic narratives as an integ-
rated element of strategic communication.
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The problem of multiple audiences and the changing nature 
of communication

Historically, militaries within democratic systems have always been con-
cerned with the communication of military operations and defence issues, 
in the same way as they have aimed to generate messages that reach spe-
cific audiences. What is new in relation to current campaigns, including 
Libya, are the increasingly dynamic processes of communication. Non- 
linear communication models have driven the military communications 
structure into new territories. Furthermore, Western militaries increas-
ingly understand the perception of campaign activity, as well as its com-
munication, to be as important as the campaign itself.7

 In line with this, both academics and practitioners refer to mediatized wars,8 
which, according to British General Sir Rupert Smith, means that a separate 
military sphere no longer exists: ‘We fight amongst the people, a fact ampli-
fied literally and figuratively by the central role of the media. We fight in 
every living room in the world as well as on the streets and fields of a conflict 
zone.’9 And to reinforce this point, he uses the ‘theatre’ as a metaphor:

We are conducting operations now as though we are on stage, in an 
amphitheatre or Roman arena. There are two or more sets of players 
– both with a producer, the commander, each of whom has his own 
idea of the script. On the ground, in the actual theatre, they are all on 
the stage and mixed up with people trying to get to their seats, the 
stage hands, the ticket collectors and the ice- cream vendors. At the 
same time they are being viewed by a partial and factional audience, 
comfortably seated, its attention focused on that part of the audito-
rium where it is noisiest, watching the events by peering down the 
drinking straws of their soft- drink packs – for that is the extent of the 
vision of a camera.10

In his much cited article The Mediatization of Society Stig Hjarvard describes 
this form of mediatization as a process that transforms institutions to adapt 
to the growing influence of the media.11 Therefore, applying this concept 
to the military allows us to understand the institutional practices that have 
led to increasing military concerns about the role of the media in future 
conflicts. In Libya, this meant that the incorporation of strategic commu-
nication, standardized through a doctrinal note, became a defining factor 
in mobilizing home support in particular. The mediatization of military 
practice matters because public perceptions – local, national and intra- 
military perceptions – of campaigns matter to military success.
 Yet the abilities of the military to control the flows of information and, 
in turn, public perceptions have become increasingly complicated. Mes-
sages do not travel uninterrupted from sender to receiver. And modern 
communication processes, executed through the increasingly complex 
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media and warfare landscapes, have made this yet more difficult. In fact, 
from a military perspective, technology- savvy adversaries, media- aware 
international and home audiences, ‘plugged- in’ soldiers and 24-hour news 
streams have resulted in an increasingly messy process of communica-
tion.12 What is being communicated is influenced by an array of external 
factors, including: competing messages; unforeseen incidents; and military 
action. Against this backdrop, the message being transmitted has to 
compete with numerous outside interferences, and how this communic-
ated message is received is influenced by the personal attitudes, behav-
iours and expectations of the audience.13 Effectively communicating the 
right message to the right audience, who interprets the message in the right 
way, and at the right time, is thus more the exception than the norm. 
Therefore, for scholars, it is critical to recognize the military understand-
ing of audience. Similarly, for the military it is critical to understand the 
composition of such audiences; to understand their values, expectations 
and patterns of communication.
 In the case of the UK, target audiences for whom the military construct 
strategic narratives exist as a dynamic entity in doctrine. Here, audiences 
comprise three distinct categories: UK audiences (including opinion 
formers, dependant audiences and the general British public); international 
audiences (made up of Joint Operations Area (JOA) regional audiences and 
Joint Operations Area (JOA) local audiences); and internal audiences 
(military members at home and on deployment).14 Whereas UK doctrine 
labels the British domestic audience as the principle target, NATO strategic 
communication policy is driven by influencing regional and local audiences. 
Yet according to doctrine, any of these groups hold the power to affect how 
military communication efforts are conceptualized and implemented 
during operations. Hence, managing audience perception becomes an 
important element in relation to strategic communication. The military 
strive to target each audience sub- category individually so as to exert 
maximum influence. From a military perspective, therefore, effective stra-
tegic narratives are made up of messages that hold the ability to target audi-
ences at both the regional and local levels (enemies and allies), and at the 
national and international levels (enemies and allies). From the perspective 
of the Alliance, this also means that the overall strategic narrative must be 
broad enough to accommodate a range of particular messages that will reso-
nate with diverse audiences; messages that will generate support among 
allies while neutralizing enemy propaganda. This, as will be demonstrated 
below, was not the case in Libya.

Organizing structures of communication ahead of and 
during the Libya crisis

In a politico- military context, it was the attacks of 9/11 that stimulated 
increased interest in the elusive term of strategic communication as it 
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emphasized the importance of shaping audience perceptions of cam-
paign activity.15 Yet it is safe to argue that the integration of strategic 
communication into military structures has not been without problems. 
Not least in a British context, where the concept has developed in 
parallel with the emergence of ‘influence’, which military members now 
claim is the key to operational work. Influence activity has taken hold 
in the British military and has gained renewed relevance in military 
doctrine:

Within formation headquarters and at unit level, dedicated staff offic-
ers are required to support commanders and principal staff officers in 
balancing kinetic and non- kinetic activity to achieve desired effects on 
the insurgent, the affected population and, indirectly, wider 
audiences.16

Developing in conjunction with strategic communication, and increas-
ingly endorsed by UK commanders, influence activity functions as a 
vehicle for strategic communication, in the sense that it involves media 
operations, information operations and psyops as effective communica-
tion tools at the tactical level. To this end, the integration of both stra-
tegic communication and influence activity is indicative of a shift in 
Western military thinking from exclusively focusing on kinetic effects to 
incorporating non- kinetic effects – to ‘reassure’, ‘influence’ and ‘inform’ 
target groups.17 Recognized in the 2011 discussion note on military con-
tributions to strategic communication (detailed below), the change in 
attitudes has been advocated by Royal Navy Commander Steve Tatham in 
particular. Along with Major General Andrew Mackay, he has pushed for 
stronger focus on Target Audience Analysis (TAA)18 so as to ‘effect prop-
erly constructed influence campaigns, perhaps dislocating the urge to 
apply force, as the primary activity, from the epicentre of military think-
ing to the periphery’.19

 As a result, in April 2011, the Defence Concepts and Doctrine Centre 
(DCDC), a UK Ministry of Defence think- tank, weighed in with a doctrine 
note, which defined strategic communication as: ‘Advancing national 
interests by using all Defence means of communication to influence the 
attitudes and behaviours of people’.20 As noted by Mackay and Tatham, 
the document also set out the main forms of communication:

. . . informational, attitudinal, and behavioural. Informational commu-
nication seeks to simply impart [. . .] Attitudinal communication seeks 
to positively influence people’s opinion on a particular issue [. . .] 
Behavioural communication seeks to induce a particular type of beha-
viour, either reinforcing or changing it [. . .] The three types of com-
munication can be linked together but are not necessarily dependent 
upon each other.21
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Evidently, this is important in the sense that it recognizes that strategic 
communication is driven by psychological means that aim to change atti-
tudes and behaviour. However, the timing of this document was equally 
important. Launched during the initial phase of the Libya campaign, JDN 
1/11 was a result of extensive discussions within both the UK Ministry of 
Defence as well as among war and communications specialists. This meant 
that when United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1973 was 
put into action, strategic communication was already a ‘hot topic’ within 
British defence structures; how strategic communication could potentially 
contribute to political and military success and how the military machinery 
could potentially contribute to its implementation, had been widely 
debated among military strategists.
 Largely by coincidence, therefore, the Libya crisis not only became the 
first new crisis involving British troops since the launch of the UK National 
Security Council (NSC),22 British involvement in NATO’s operations in 
Libya also became the first real campaign fought by the UK military with 
the support of strategic communication. Therefore, what was particularly 
new in relation to Libya was the organized structure of strategic communi-
cation and how already established components of the military communi-
cation process, including information operations, media operations and 
psyops, were harnessed to support the strategic narrative. Yet according to 
available doctrine, the distinction between media operations, information 
operations and psyops was clearly maintained in the UK military approach 
to Libya. Media operations were specifically targeted at influencing the 
attitudes and perceptions of domestic as well as wider international audi-
ences by dealing directly with independent, national and international 
media through daily media updates on air strikes and campaign progress. 
On the other hand, information operations were the key vehicles for the 
military communication capability at the tactical level and were primarily 
concerned with influencing local civilians and countering enemy propa-
ganda, corresponding to military influence policy. To this end, the stra-
tegic communication system in place in Libya exploited individual 
communications vehicles such as media and information operations to 
target particular audiences through particular means, while still adhering 
to the principles outlined in military communications doctrine.
 Media operations were perceived as being effective in constructing a 
narrative that met the expectations of the home audience.23 Yet in a 
NATO context, information operations faced a more difficult task in 
attuning their messaging to the values of local civilians. Without a ground- 
level communications component (UNSCR 1973 strictly prohibited 
foreign forces on Libyan soil), which could directly influence local atti-
tudes on the one hand and feed local information back to headquarters 
on the other, addressing the local population proved challenging. During 
NATO air strikes, it was the task of information operations to ensure that 
the right messages reached the right audience. Because of the nature of 
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these operations, which meant that the civilian population was at risk, 
limiting collateral damage through information provision was seen to be 
critical. More specifically, as has traditionally been the task of information 
operations staff in recent campaigns, leaflets and radio messages were gen-
erated not only to gain local support through influence activity, but to 
ensure that local civilians stayed away from military infrastructures being 
bombed by NATO allies.24 Furthermore, the allied forces sent military 
advisors to Libya to help the rebels improve their communications 
systems.25 Even as it has later been reported that NATO had specialized 
troops on the ground, which played a central role in the outcome of the 
campaign,26 it was important that UK ground- level activities were not seen 
as an attempt to train or arm the rebels.27 These efforts thus purely 
centred round communications endeavours, which meant that strategic 
communication capabilities not only provided the alliance with a strategi-
cally sound narrative, it also helped the rebels spread their message.

For its part, the NTC [National Transitional Council] increasingly 
realised the importance of strategic communications and the FCO 
[Foreign and Commonwealth Office], with MOD support, led HMG 
[Her Majesty’s Government] efforts, in response to NTC requests, to 
build their capability in Benghazi and outside of Libya.28

These UK specific communication vehicles, designed to communicate tar-
geted messages to target audiences, were supported by NATO run 
YouTube channels, media briefings as part of daily press conferences and 
a 24-hour media response service. However, it is important to note that 
despite these individual vehicles, and even as NATO communication units 
implemented sophisticated and carefully planned structures to explain 
their Libya campaign, allied forces were largely unable to compete with 
regime or rebel processes of communication in influencing local percep-
tions and attitudes. For instance, the rebels were very quick in setting up 
their own television station Libya Ahrar (Free Libya), which allowed them 
to promote their cause – their rebellion – in an effective and time- efficient 
manner. Almost paradoxically, therefore, and largely due to the tradition-
ally hierarchical nature and slow paced military organizational structures, 
the processes of communication within NATO and accompanying com-
munication vehicles essentially failed to meet the demands for speed, flex-
ibility and adaptability demonstrated by rebel communication structures.
 However, despite the fact that the UK military strategic communication 
approach, in line with that of the Alliance, was not effective in keeping up 
with adverse propaganda and largely failed to tap into local sentiments 
(demonstrated in greater detail below), communications units across the 
military institution, across government departments and across the coali-
tion were generally effective in justifying the operation, in the eyes of the 
British home audience. Furthermore, in order to establish a communications 
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structure synchronized across all levels of defence, the British Government 
put in place the Libya Communications Team (LCT) and the Cross Gov-
ernment Strategic Communication Synchronisation Group (SCSG). These 
units responded to several hundred media requests, throughout the day. 
Within this structure, the LCT was tasked with coordinating all communi-
cations work across the UK Government and with NATO allies:

This team co- ordinated production of a daily script and communica-
tions activity grid to support our wider objectives through effective 
communications. It also provided a point of contact for the NATO 
media operations centre, international allies and internal and exter-
nal partners with regular calls to key NATO and regional allies to 
share scripts and co- ordinate communications activity.29

While the LCT was physically based at the heart of Whitehall, at No 10, the 
government- wide SCSG was located in the Ministry of Defence so as to 
ensure cohesion across all government departments. It had access to NATO 
operational command and was able to shape the alliance’s overall approach 
to communication. More specifically, the Group was tasked with identifying 
target audiences for whom themes and messages could be produced. Unity 
of purpose and common goals were thus essentially secured through the 
sophisticated organization of strategic communication. The UK approach 
to and organization of strategic communication was thus a strong driving 
force behind the transnational strategic narrative on Libya, outlined below. 
This organizational structure in place to direct or manage the strategic nar-
rative during the Libya mission demonstrated the extent to which commu-
nication has moved up the military agenda and into the heart of military 
operations. Evidently, this can be seen as an indicator that the military have 
begun treating communication as an integral part of campaign planning 
and execution; a key component of their operational activities.

Strategic narrative: a story of liberation shaped for the home 
audience

As has been the case in a number of recent military campaigns involving 
allied forces, one of the challenges in ‘communicating Libya’ was how to 
legitimize a campaign of choice. In general terms, it meant constructing 
messages that supported the overall strategic narrative, while anchored in 
a military hierarchical structure that required synchronization across stra-
tegic, operational and tactical levels. To this end, the military’s communi-
cations strategists also faced the difficult task of constructing a narrative 
that promoted military success while simultaneously adhering to political 
objectives and legal boundaries, as determined by UNSCR 1973.30

 Against the backdrop of the above discussion, Western militaries 
increasingly rely on the capacity of strategic communication to generate 
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popular support for campaign activity. Yet it is clear that such communica-
tion efforts have generally failed to make real and long- lasting contribu-
tions to success, as demonstrated in Iraq, and more so in Afghanistan.31 
Still, aimed at synchronizing information flow across national and inter-
national command and political structures, strategic communication for-
mulated and coordinated NATO’s strategic Libya narrative; a narrative 
founded upon the notion that ‘perception becomes reality’32 and a nar-
rative primarily aimed at targeting home audiences. Conducted in the 
shadow of Afghanistan, which has generally failed to provide a coherent 
and credible campaign narrative, the weight and wider influence of the 
Libya message was important. Thus at a time of strategic uncertainties, the 
Libya mission served as an opportunity for the military to regain public 
confidence. But popular domestic support for the Libya operation was 
neither a given nor a matter which the military took lightly. This was not a 
conflict from which either British or NATO forces had much to gain. 
Instead, reputation was at stake. The strategic narrative was thus engin-
eered to generate positive home perceptions from which the military insti-
tution as a whole stood to gain, in both the short and the long run.
 Therefore, from a UK military perspective, designed to generate 
support among the British home audience, the strategic narrative on Libya 
was driven by the aim of proactively drawing attention to favourable 
aspects of the operation, while obscuring less favourable events. The UK 
message – and indeed the coalition message – centred round the political 
storyline of protecting Libyan civilian lives, as determined by UNSCR 
1973. Enabling the ‘liberation of the Libyan people’33 was promoted as the 
underlying reasoning for military intervention. In turn, the aim of military 
intervention was generally defined as: ‘protect Libyan civilians from the 
threat of attack from Regime forces for as long as is necessary’.34 As such, 
the evidence suggests that by selling UK involvement in the NATO opera-
tion as a humanitarian intervention and a liberation exercise the British 
military managed to generate domestic support. This was particularly dem-
onstrated by the fact that half of the UK population, according to one 
national survey,35 favoured British military involvement, at the outset of 
the campaign. This can be taken as an indication of the effectiveness of 
the British military’s communications efforts, in the sense that the public 
mood in Britain was largely in favour of the operation.36

 This may be due to the fact that even before the launch of NATO’s 
Operation Unified Protector, the British military introduced a proactive 
strategic communication campaign employed not only to explain the cir-
cumstances and the grounds for military intervention in Libya, but to 
justify the campaign in the eyes of domestic population. When the first 
NATO air strikes hit Libya the UK public was already attuned to the mes-
saging generated through the strategic narrative. In addition to the Libya- 
specific messaging, discussed here, the UK public had already been 
accustomed to military and political storytelling, in the sense that the events 
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in Egypt, Tunisia, Afghanistan, and elsewhere had demonstrated the 
nature of such narratives and political reasoning. Resembling previous 
military constructed campaign narratives, the Libyan regime, personified 
through the figure of Colonel Muammar Gaddafi, was already depicted as 
an oppressing power with Gaddafi portrayed as a tyrant.37 That way, the 
need for ‘humanitarian intervention’ was seen as imminent, not only from 
an alliance perspective (led by France) but from a home audience per-
spective as well. This notion of a need for intervention also directed the 
strategic narrative. Since backed by a UN resolution, which allowed 
member states to not only impose a no- fly zone over Libya but to use ‘all 
necessary measures’ to protect local civilians, this narrative appeared legit 
to most audiences. The messages, designed to generate support among 
home audiences, were rhetorical in format and criticizing them would 
effectively mean accepting a tyrant oppressing the Libyan people. Driven 
by this clear- cut and straightforward storyline of good vs. evil (the stuff 
fairy tales are made of ), the campaign was framed through value- laden 
and humanitarian political objectives. Although this narrative resembled a 
fairy tale with good and bad lead characters, unlike fairy tales, the reality 
was a lot more complex.
 Throughout the campaign, the UK military managed to maintain a 
standardized ‘line to take’, which centred round the repeated use of words 
such as ‘liberation’ and ‘freedom’. Hence, phrases like ‘protecting the 
lives of civilians’, ‘the liberation of the Libyan people’ and ‘coalition 
action has [. . .] prevented Gaddafi from regaining power over Libya’ were 
reiterated as key components of the campaign. Similarly, messages pro-
moting military action were encapsulated in reassuring and positive con-
notations in statements such as: ‘Coalition actions have saved thousands of 
lives in Benghazi, Misratah and elsewhere in Libya.’38 In line with this, one 
of the dominant narrative features voiced by the UK military in the after-
math of the campaign centred on ‘liberation’: ‘Royal Navy, Royal Air 
Force and Army Air Corps strikes have played a significant role in the 
enforcement of the UNSCR, the destruction of former regime forces and 
in enabling the liberation of the Libyan people.’39

 By framing the operation as a liberation exercise, these messages 
remained powerful as they supported the dominant, international, polit-
ical line used to justify the overall mission, as mentioned above. Moreover, 
by repeating such words and phrases, the military managed to generate 
cohesion and a strong unison of output on the UK home front, among 
NATO allies and within political spheres. Therefore, the reasons behind 
the military use of strategic messaging to sell an operation are manifold. 
They are critical to the generation of support among home audiences. 
They simplify and reduce the military mission to easily digestible state-
ments that most audiences are unlikely to contest. Because of their uni-
versal appeal they enable the military to generate a cohesive strategic 
narrative that holds the capacity to meet the expectations and values of 
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most target audiences, simultaneously. They boost internal morale. And 
because of their generic nature, they can easily be adapted to different 
military scenarios and adopted by multiple allied forces.40

 Not surprisingly, therefore, and which has already been alluded to 
above, the strategic narrative of ‘liberation’ and ‘freedom’ dominated 
much of the operation:

Since the start of military operations, Royal Navy, Royal Air Force and 
Army Air Corps strikes have damaged or destroyed some 1000 former 
regime targets which posed a threat to the Libyan people, ranging 
from secret police and intelligence headquarters, to several hundred 
tanks, artillery pieces and armed vehicles.41

Promoting the humanitarian aspects of the Libya campaign was also crit-
ical to the strengthening of public and political endorsement for the 
campaign:

Communication of the international humanitarian response was 
important in maintaining confidence in the ability to manage the situ-
ation. An inclusive humanitarian response and effective communica-
tion of this approach also supported the core HMG [Her Majesty’s 
Government] message that the purpose of the international interven-
tion in Libya was to protect civilians. Moreover, it helped to bestow 
confidence and legitimacy in the NTC [National Transitional Council] 
and its ability to respond fairly and effectively to the needs of the 
Libyan people.42

In light of this, political objectives provided the military with a storyline 
that generated widespread support, at the outset. Domestic audiences 
were sold the case for international military intervention in Libya as a 
necessity because of Gaddafi’s alleged torturing and killing of his own 
people, on a large scale. And from the outset of the operation, as well as 
during the lead- up to international intervention, the strategic narrative 
remained largely straightforward with Western media reiterating the 
themes and messages coming from the military. At this stage, news reports 
in the UK were thus generally in line with the official messaging. In early 
March 2011, news broke that Gaddafi was expected to kill half a million 
people and was planning to move into Benghazi to defeat the rebels who 
had taken hold of the city.43 During the lead- up to the UN imposed no- fly 
zone, Western media reported that Libyan regime forces were bombing 
‘peaceful’ rebels. These news media narratives echoed some of the under-
lying political reasoning given for international intervention in the war. 
The violence and supposedly imminent attacks on local civilians by 
Gaddafi and his supporters, who reportedly had ‘tanks sitting outside 
Benghazi’ ready for an invasion, were brought into the official messaging 
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and provided a plausible backdrop for the strategic narrative. Moreover, 
in April when media reports broke of Gaddafi supplying his troops with 
Viagra to promote rape of women and children,44 the mood of the UK 
media, helped legitimize the operation by stimulating the need to protect 
the civilian population from regime repressions ‘by all means necessary’ 
(as formulated in UNSCR 1973).
 In essence the strategic narrative thus became a key factor in deflect-
ing attention from more critical aspects of the mission so as to minimize 
the impact caused by the less favourable and more controversial stories 
emerging from Libya. Yet as the operation progressed, the unambiguous 
rhetoric that had dominated the beginning of the campaign gradually 
faded and was replaced with one characterized by caution and compro-
mise. In line with this, the strategic narrative of a clean air and sea cam-
paign, as set out in UNSCR 1973 and which dominated the initial phase 
of the operation, was increasingly seen by Western audiences as flawed. 
Even though UK forces did not suffer casualties and even as NATO 
refrained from disclosing any casualty figures, the Royal United Services 
Institute (RUSI) stated that ‘the precision of the attacks kept the number 
of civilian casualties [. . .] extremely low (certainly less than 100)’.45 As the 
military campaign continued for 204 days and given the fact that the 
future of Libya is still very much unknown, there is reason to argue that 
the people of Libya as well as rebel forces paid a heavy price. The image 
of the campaign as a clean mission and the promise of a clean war gradu-
ally deteriorated among UK home audiences. Within four months of the 
beginning of the operation, one opinion poll suggested that the public 
mood in Britain went from supporting the operation to thinking that the 
operation was going ‘badly’.46

The local audience and the challenges of perception

The fact that the strategic narrative in Libya was designed primarily to 
justify the operation in the eyes of the home audience meant that con-
structing clear and consistent messages that met the expectations of the 
local civilian population in Libya became a difficult task; and not only was 
it a demanding task, it was perhaps even the biggest obstacle to successful 
strategic communication in Libya. This view is based on the evidence 
which suggests that reaching the local and regional audiences proved the 
biggest challenge in generating favourable perceptions of the mission.47 
Particularly, given the fluid nature of the communication environment, 
messages designed to influence home audiences were quickly distributed 
among a much bigger slice of the global population, including local civil-
ians in the theatre of conflict (traditionally the target of information and 
psychological operations). This meant that messages that were attuned to 
the expectations and values of domestic publics within participating 
NATO countries rapidly found their way to audiences whose expectations 
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and attitudes were very different from those of the intended home audi-
ence. Such characteristics of modern communication and information 
provision thus became an obstacle rather than a vehicle for influencing 
local attitudes and behaviours.
 Yet they were not unique to the Libya mission. Today, both scholars and 
military strategists are pointing to the fact that while the fight is increas-
ingly concerned with the will of the people, as noted by Smith,48 advances in 
communications technology make influencing diverse audiences a chal-
lenging task. The military and politically constructed narrative as well as its 
supporting themes and messages are constantly rivalled by competing and 
compelling storylines promoted through the increasingly seamless 
information system. For UK and NATO messaging, competing Libyan sto-
rylines presented difficulties in the sense that they held the power to 
potentially result in rumours and media speculation. Moreover, they posed 
a challenge because they directly contradicted the strategic campaign nar-
rative communicated by allied forces. Therefore, in Libya, as in most 
military interventions involving international forces and multiple audi-
ences, the evidence suggests that while the ‘new’, non- linear and fast- 
moving processes of communication proved effective in mobilizing home 
support, it became as much an obstacle as a support for the alliance in 
reaching theatre- level audiences and influencing local sentiments.
 However, recognizing the importance of changing attitudes and behav-
iours within the local population, the UK Ministry of Defence decided to 
dispatch a small communications team to the NATO Joint Force 
Command headquarters in Naples, Italy, in April 2011. The main focus 
was to ensure that timely information reached the intended audiences on 
the ground.49 Bearing in mind that allied forces were not allowed to com-
municate directly with rebel forces, as determined by UNSCR 1973, direct 
communication with local- level audiences was at a minimum.50 This was 
made even more complicated by the fact that, while the UK communica-
tions unit understood the civilian Libyan population to be the primary 
audience, the NATO public affairs team was primarily tuned into Gadd-
afi’s military forces, and not to local civilian sentiments.51 Initially, as noted 
by Mackay and Tatham,52 this meant that internal disagreements within 
the NATO communications cell largely concerned target audiences. As well 
as resulting in a lack of understanding of the local audience, it also clearly 
reflected the difficult task of synchronizing communications efforts across 
international coalitions.
 And as noted by Flight Lieutenant Charles Sudborough, during a ten- 
day exercise prior to deployment to command headquarters in Naples: 
‘We have to get the right information to the right people at the right 
time.’53 Yet in the increasingly messy communication system, determining 
who ‘the right people’ are and what ‘the right information’ consists of is, 
as we have seen, not straightforward. Moreover, the fact that intra- coalition 
disagreements on target audiences and communication approaches 
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became a reality during the campaign, demonstrates the challenges inher-
ent in synchronized strategic messaging. The evidence thus also suggests 
that the military were largely unable to determine the composition of their 
target audiences with any degree of accuracy. It demonstrates the diffi-
cultly in understanding audiences for whom strategic narratives are 
designed. And it shows how intra- military views on audiences has become 
a high- profiled component of international operations. Since ‘understand-
ing the audience is the beginning and end of all military influence endeav-
ours’,54 a fundamental weakness of current strategic communication 
policy, therefore, is that it builds false expectations, because it promises 
success where success may not be achievable.
 As such, while the UK military were seen as being effective in branding the 
campaign in ways that met UK home audience expectations, to a large 
extent, at the local level allied forces generally failed to attune their messag-
ing to the values of the Libyan people and to the dominant media profile in 
the region.55 This is supported by scholars and communication practition-
ers, who, in the aftermath of the campaign, have highlighted the failure of 
NATO forces to put in place culturally aware systems of operations as one of 
the biggest problems inherent in the Libya campaign.56 In line with the 
views of these scholars, and in the context of strategic communication, 
tactical- level themes and messages aimed at local civilians were generated 
based on, at best, limited knowledge of this audience. The expectations and 
values of the different tribes (the Berbers and Gaddafi supporters) were 
thus not fully understood. Effectively, this meant that behavioural change at 
the local level – the cornerstone in strategic communication policy – was 
non- existent. Or rather, the military systems in place to ensure attitudinal 
and behavioural change were non- existent. And as noted by Florence Gaub 
in a NATO Defense College report on the Strategic Lessons learned from Libya:

While NATO continues to deal with nations and cultures very differ-
ent from those of Europe or North America, it is rather slow in 
acknowledging the importance of having an accurate grasp of local 
conditions outside the purely military field.57

And if we are to return to Smith, it is clear that where the fight is for the 
will of the people tactical successes will mean nothing if ‘the people do 
not believe that you are winning’.58 In this ‘battle of wills’, Smith contends 
that the media hold great importance;59 they are indispensable as the 
means of conveying narratives about war in what is not so much the global 
village ‘as the global theatre of war, with audience participation’.60

 Another challenge to successful strategic communication is connected 
to recent and ongoing developments in the news media. Coupled with 
advances in communication technology, the news media are now able to 
obtain a diverse array of information about campaign activity and, there-
fore, do not always have to rely on storylines generated through the 
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military strategic narrative. In Libya, citizen- led storylines and images were 
widely used by mainstream media outlets to support the reports coming 
from the limited number of journalists who reported from the country 
during the campaign. In light of this, and as a result of such increased pat-
terns of access, strategic communication mechanisms function as informa-
tion providers on the one hand, and as a control system on the other.
 Yet because military organizational structures require all communica-
tions activity to be simultaneously synchronized at the strategic, opera-
tional and tactical levels, the military are largely unable to compete with 
the speed of the media and of modern information technology. To this 
end, NATO’s Libya campaign demonstrated the weaknesses of incorpor-
ating strategic communication into international coalitions. Messages had 
to be aligned across coalition partners: ‘While the campaign underlined 
the need to ensure that actions and words were closely aligned across all 
national means of communication, communications activity also included 
co- ordination with NATO and other Allies.’61 Ensuring a coherent output, 
synchronized at all levels, takes time. Conducting effective communica-
tions activity that meets the media’s need for speed is thus not a simple 
matter. This not only refers to the advances in communication technology, 
which have meant that campaign events and incidents are reported as they 
happen. It also refers to the fact that the institutional processes of the 
media are designed to react immediately, whereas inherent military proc-
esses run through traditionally slow organizational structures.
 In Libya these processes came under enormous pressure as the UK 
military, along with NATO communications cells, were forced to account 
for and deal with extensive state and rebel propaganda. In practical terms 
this meant that strategic communication initiatives were designed to con-
strain the efficiency and impact of regime propaganda, while supporting 
the NTC of Libya. In so doing, the messaging was directed towards weak-
ening the publicity campaign launched by the Gaddafi regime. But as 
demonstrated by UK lessons learned from the campaign, limiting this form 
of propaganda was challenging:

Qadhafi and his regime used state media for propaganda and inciting 
attacks on civilians. The UK worked with international partners to 
limit broadcast of such programmes. Action included listing Libyan 
State TV under EU sanctions and lobbying local authorities via diplo-
matic channels to stop transmission. This proved a lengthy, complex 
and difficult process as many satellite broadcasters had complex own-
ership structures.62

In this context, regime and rebel storylines posed challenges for NATO 
communication efforts as it forced them to counter such stories, especially 
in relation to the messaging coming from Gaddafi supporters. While 
Gaddafi propaganda was described as being openly untruthful about 
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civilian casualties in particular, the rebels were seen to employ a more con-
ventional method of propaganda, which painted a black and white picture 
of the two opposing forces: good vs. evil.63 In the Gaddafi camp, and as 
noted in the above quote, state television – particularly Al- Rai which con-
tinued to broadcast during the campaign – showed civilian victims who 
regime officials claimed had been killed by NATO air strikes. Competing 
storylines thus continued to challenge the strategic narrative promoted by 
the coalition, as the messaging stemming from such opposing storylines 
often directly contradicted the strategic narrative communicated by the 
allied forces.
 Another key obstacle in the military communication structure in Libya 
was the over- simplification of complex matters. While constructing a stra-
tegic narrative founded on key concepts and promoted through set catch-
phrases, the complexities inherent in joint military operations were left 
largely unresolved. This approach meant that emergent stories that did 
not comply with the outlined strategic narrative were omitted in military 
communication efforts. One example from Libya of the use of over- 
simplified messages relates to the general belief that Gaddafi would not be 
able to withstand large- scale opposition; that he would topple within days 
and that the operation would live up to the promise of a ‘clean’ mission. 
As scholars have later found, this narrative failed to make an impact.64 In 
their attempt to over- simplify a complex situation, the allied forces unin-
tentionally generated a competing narrative themselves. Not only did it 
take until October 2011 for the coalition to remove Gaddafi and his sup-
porters from their last strongholds, but by simplifying the situation the 
strategic narrative built false expectations and thus proved increasingly 
counter- productive.
 In essence, to gain maximum influence from simplified catchphrases 
NATO as well as individual alliance members are forced to recognize and 
understand the expectations and values of multiple audiences. Yet given 
their indirect relationship with these audiences it is inherently difficult to 
predict which themes and messages will generate popular support through 
changes in attitudes and behaviours. This often means that dominant, 
politically generated narratives are adopted. In the Libya campaign, 
however, the politico- military storyline was, on the one hand, complicated 
because of a lack of local audience awareness. On the other hand, selling 
the campaign as a ‘liberation’ exercise through a military constructed stra-
tegic narrative, which was supported by a UN resolution that made no 
legal provisions for regime change, became increasingly difficult as the 
political leadership – in the form of Foreign Ministers from NATO nations 
– decided to ‘strongly’ support Gaddafi’s resignation.65

 The military narrative of an operation carried out to ‘liberate the 
people of Libya’ was thus forced to compete with a politically generated 
storyline, which, for many, cemented the understanding that the joint 
mission was aimed at removing Gaddafi from power. These contrasting 
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messages made military messaging difficult.66 Framing an operation 
through military constructed messaging becomes increasingly difficult if 
that messaging has not been properly integrated, realized or accepted at 
the political level.

Lessons from Libya: re- evaluating strategic communication

The demanding task of targeting diverse groups of people simultaneously, 
during periods of strategic pressure requires a sophisticated understand-
ing of audience, as noted above. And it requires the ability to control a 
message in a communication environment that is largely uncontrollable. 
In other words, efficient communication of a strategic narrative is essential 
to any military operation and yet, because of the difficulties involved, it is 
a task more likely to fail than to ensure strategic and tactical level suc-
cesses. It is thus paradoxical that the British military along with their 
NATO partners continue to base their communication methods on the 
instinctive notion that their efforts will result in successfully communicating 
intended messages to target audiences. As noted by Tatham: ‘In part this 
is due to an immature understanding of the manner in which communica-
tion is undertaken.’67

 Strategic communication is still a relatively new, high- profile concept in 
military strategic thinking. Originally coined as a system for attuning com-
munication processes to the preferences of the consumer, commercial 
strategic communication has grown in the civilian world as a linking 
together of advertising, branding and marketing strategies.68 Not surpris-
ingly perhaps, and because of the challenges – and indeed opportunities – 
posed by the rapidly developing information system, this method of 
promoting and selling a brand as a means of targeting audiences has 
gradually been adapted by Western militaries to suit campaign activity; to 
increase the opportunity of success. However, in the same way as commer-
cial branding may result in failure, constructing messages and identifying 
target audiences does not necessarily result in public support, nor does it 
guarantee military and political campaign success. Nonetheless, the stra-
tegic communication mind- set is precisely one of success and the aim is

to put information strategy at the heart of all levels of policy, planning 
and implementation, and then, as a fully integrated part of the overall 
effort, to ensure the development of practical, effective strategies that 
make a real contribution to success.69 

Effectively, this means that it fails to account for the complex nature of the 
current communication system.
 Against this backdrop, therefore, it is wrong to assume that strategic com-
munication will always result in what the military term success. As we have 
discovered, strategic communication relies on sophisticated understandings 
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of audience and message in order to be effective, for which the military 
may not be equipped. Moreover, the process of strategic communication 
is always based on understandings of best practice; there are no generic 
step- by-step guidelines and there are no guarantees. Getting the message 
wrong or misinterpreting public perceptions can have devastating human 
consequences in a military context; consequences that are incomparable 
to the business sector’s financial risk- takings for example.70

 It is thus important that, in this, as in other aspects of military media 
activity, military strategic communication is understood as inherently dis-
tinctive from commercial marketing strategies. Yes, it is possible to find 
traces of civilian branding and advertising initiatives in the strategic com-
munication remit. Strategic communication has also been talked about as 
a process of ‘spin’, an expression employed to explain how information is 
being framed to generate desired audience reactions.71 And notions of 
‘propaganda’, ‘deception’ and ‘manipulation’ continue to colour discus-
sions on military communication, and as a result determine the position 
authors take.72 There is thus a danger that while Western militaries strug-
gle to find functional and appropriate communication structures, through 
which to tell their story, strategic communication is increasingly being asso-
ciated with terms that result in negative connotations; terms which rely on 
stereotypical understandings of military communication and which fail to 
advance new frameworks of understanding. At the same time, the pro-
cesses of military communication have taken on a variety of forms, in 
recent years, largely determined by the contrasting viewpoints adopted by 
practitioners and scholars who perceive their roles differently. As noted by 
Tatham:

In the UK military environment we are confident with terms such as 
Information and Media Operations, whilst in military staff colleges 
Influence and Persuasion are debated. Civilian academics may speak 
of Soft Power and Public Diplomacy and cynics might prefer the use 
of Propaganda.73

Not surprisingly, therefore, academics and practitioners alike continue to 
search for alternative ways of explaining the continuous information 
battle. Different interpretations of how ‘strategic’ should be defined in 
the context of strategic communication continue to emerge. Yet whereas 
it tends to be seen as either the anchoring of an activity at the strategic- 
political level or as communication that supports military strategic goals,74 
NATO documentation points to a convergence of the two: ‘[strategic 
communication] should be integrated into the earliest planning phases – 
communication activities being a consequence of that planning’.75 In this 
sense strategic communication is seen as driven by both military and 
political objectives which require synchronization across a number of 
command and political levels. Communication is thus recognized as an 
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important function at the strategic level, in ensuring that communication 
is incorporated into policy development. We might, therefore, argue that 
strategic communication has become critical to security policy develop-
ment and indeed is seen as not merely close to military objectives but 
actually part of them.
 In addition, the practical incorporation and employment of strategic 
communication ‘enablers’,76 the vehicles in place to operationalize the 
conceptualized notion of strategic communication include: media opera-
tions, information operations and psychological operations (psyops).77 
According to doctrine, a vital difference between media and information 
operations is that ‘while media operations cannot control a message once 
it is in the hands of the media, information operations will attempt to 
control a message at all stages of its delivery to the target audience’.78 In 
line with information operations, psyops are employed to influence the 
will of the people. It is a tool used strictly to target the local population in 
the campaign area. So, while it has links with information operations it is 
distinct from media operations, which the military claim are fact- based 
and are driven by providing the media with the truth.79 To this end, stra-
tegic communication can be seen as an umbrella term, which incorporates 
a range of practical communications vehicles that seek to preserve, influ-
ence and enhance the credibility and favourable conditions of an opera-
tion, and to advance the interest, policies and objectives of the military. It 
is driven by both military and political objectives, which require synchroni-
zation across government departments as well as coalition forces. Effective 
strategic communication thus involves an integrated politico- military effort 
that stretches beyond what militaries have traditionally been designed to 
do: take, hold and destroy.

Conclusion: strategic communication as an integral part of 
military operations

Today, military operations have more to do with information management 
and public perception than ever before. The communication efforts of 
NATO forces generate messages and simplified catchphrases designed to 
meet the expectations of target audiences. Strategic narratives are con-
structed to tell a story of campaign success. And audiences are being 
proactively targeted through strategic and tactical level components. Yet at 
the same time, processes of communication are messier and more 
complex than ever before. Notions of mediatization are being eagerly dis-
cussed among scholars and practitioners. Access to information about 
military activity can be obtained through multiple platforms. Advances in 
communication technology allow for information to be distributed simul-
taneously throughout the information system, and communication exists 
through non- linear channels. Strategic communication processes thus rely 
on increasingly uncontrollable communication systems.
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 Still, strategic communication has moved up the military agenda and 
into the heart of military campaigns. Shifts in Western military thinking 
have led militaries to develop increasingly sophisticated strategic commu-
nication facilities, which, in a specific UK context rely on ‘influence’ as the 
ultimate driving force. Perhaps not surprisingly, therefore, controlling the 
message has become central to military strategic and tactical thinking and is 
indeed seen as not merely close to military objectives but actually part of 
them. Audiences, and their perception of campaign activity, have moved 
into an ever more dominant role in NATO strategic thinking. To this end, 
military interventions are clearly no longer activities that take place 
outside of the communication system. Rather, as we have seen, communi-
cation mechanisms have become an integral part of strategic military plan-
ning, to the point where future operations cannot be understood without 
accounting for this communication role.
 As Western militaries increasingly understand public perception as 
having a critical and possibly long- term effect on the success or failure of 
military activity, the Libya campaign clearly demonstrated how selling 
favourable strategic narratives has been institutionalized in the UK 
military, and attempted and synchronized across strategic communication 
structures throughout the Alliance. Ultimately, marketing and advertising 
campaigns (commercial or military) rest upon the existence of an attrac-
tive and saleable product.80 In this analogy, whereas the Libya campaign 
proved an attractive product to the domestic audience, it failed to attract 
positive attention from local audiences. And while the UK military 
managed to sell the operation as a ‘liberation’ exercise at a national level, 
through the uses of simplified catchphrases, at an international level 
NATO strategic communication failed to attune such catchphrases to 
Libyan sentiments. Therefore, if anything, the Libya mission proved that 
there are no guarantees in strategic communication. With multiple target 
audiences, increasingly transparent media systems and independent media 
organizations, military communication strategists are faced with consider-
able challenges to control and to communicate messages. At the same 
time, strategic communication is becoming increasingly integrated in 
military operations.
 There is thus a growing need for new frameworks of understanding 
among military practitioners as well as war and media scholars. From a 
military point of view, it may be important to recognize that the overall 
strategic narrative must be broad enough to accommodate a range of par-
ticular messages that will generate support among allies while neutralizing 
enemy propaganda, as argued above. Above all, we need to recognize the 
underlying factors that drive military communication efforts and under-
stand them as products of the current media and warfare landscapes. 
Within such a framework, there is no one audience. There is no one 
message. There is no one approach. Communication is not simple, nor is 
campaign activity.
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Notes
 1 L. Rowland and S. Tatham, Strategic Communication and Influence Operations: Do 

We Really Get It?, Defence Academy of the United Kingdom, 2010.
 2 Already in the 1982 Falklands campaign, the UK military realised that they 

needed to develop sophisticated media and information management structures. 
Particularly, however, in the aftermath of the 2003 Iraq War, the UK Ministry of 
Defence inaugurated extensive media and communications systems so as to 
account for the role of modern media in military affairs. This resulted in, for 
instance: the Defence Media Operations Centre (DMOC); the Directorate Media 
and Communication (DMC); the Directorate of News (D News); the Defence 
Online Engagement Strategy (2007); the Defence Communication Strategy 
(revised March 2009); and the Defence Information Strategy (October 2009).

 3 A wide range of doctrine publications, discussion notes and reports have 
emerged from within NATO communication and public affairs institutions on 
the topic of strategic communication, in recent years: NATO, NATO Strategic 
Communications Policy, 2009, MCM- 0164-2009; NATO, Military Concept for NATO 
Strategic Communications, 2010, MCM- 0085-2010; NATO, NATO ACO Strategic 
Communications Directive, 2009, AD 95–2; and NATO, NATO Strategic Communica-
tions Capability Implementation Plan, 20 April 2011.

 4 This was not solely a result of the UK strategic narrative on Libya. As discussed 
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8 Cloak and dagger in Libya
The Libyan Thuwar and the role of 
Allied Special Forces

Marcus Mohlin

Introduction

In March 2012, the Human Rights Council (HRC), a UN inter- 
governmental body, released an advance version of its report on the situ-
ation in Libya in the aftermath of the 2011 war.1 The report listed and 
dealt with three constellations of actors involved in the conflict: the 
Gaddafi forces and loyalist troops; the Libyan freedom fighters (also 
known as the Thuwar); and NATO forces. According to the HRC report, 
which can be said to be reflective of the conventional view of the Libya 
campaign, the latter was composed of naval and air assets from a variety of 
different NATO and non- NATO countries.2 The reality on the ground 
was, however, somewhat more complex than that: nowhere in the report is 
there any mention of the fact that some participating countries also sent 
in military advisors, Special Forces (SF ) and para- military intelligence 
officers to support the Thuwar. Importantly, particularly because this 
volume focuses on the UN- mandated NATO- led operation in Libya, many 
of the special operations forces (SOF ) deployed to Libya were in fact not 
associated with the NATO- led Operation Unified Protector (OUP).3 These 
forces are therefore of particular interest. Not only is there reason to 
argue that they played a key role for the NATO campaign, but many of the 
SOF worked outside the NATO chain of command.
 As we have seen in previous chapters (especially Chapter 2 by Engel-
brekt and Chapter 3 by Holst and Fink), the UN Security Council Resolu-
tion 1973 had specifically authorized Member States, ‘to take all necessary 
measures [. . .], to protect civilians and civilian populated areas under 
threat of attack in the Libyan Arab Jamahiriya [. . .], while excluding a 
foreign occupation force of any form on any part of Libyan territory’.4 In 
short, the use of ground forces was disputed and some argued that they 
were not to be used at all in the Libyan campaign. However, several coun-
tries dispatched contingents of Special Forces to assist the rebels in their 
fight against Gaddafi. In the United Kingdom (UK) this question was spe-
cifically addressed in a memorandum written by the International Affairs 
and Defence Section of the House of Commons. Their conclusion to this 
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memorandum was that the paragraph in the resolution designed to 
restrain governments from deploying boots on the ground could be inter-
preted to mean that ‘ground forces can be used as long as they do not 
exercise effective control over the territory’.5

 British Prime Minister Mr. David Cameron, when asked whether he 
could guarantee that no ground forces would be used in Libya, told the 
Commons:

What I can guarantee is that we will stick to the terms of the UN res-
olution, which absolutely and specifically rules out an occupying force. 
We have to be clear: we are not talking about an invasion; we are not 
talking about an occupying force; we are talking about taking action 
to protect civilian life, and I think that is the right thing to do.6

On that occasion, the position of Mr. Cameron was questioned by several 
members of parliament who had interpreted the resolution as to rule out 
any use of troops inside Libya. A few weeks prior to this statement, however, 
early in March 2011, a team of eight British Special Forces soldiers dressed 
in civilian clothes had already been caught and taken prisoner by Libyan 
rebels on the outskirts of a small village some 40 kilometres south of Beng-
hazi. As far as is known today, the soldiers were part of E- Squadron, a highly 
secretive unit comprising soldiers from both the famous Special Air Service 
(SAS) and Special Boat Squadron (SBS) as well as operatives from the 
British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS, aka MI6). Allegedly they were sent to 
protect a group of diplomats sent to liaise with the rebels in the area.7

 While information of such activities exist in the public domain, so far 
scholars have not tried to assess the overall pattern of covert and semi- 
covert operations associated with the broader NATO campaign. The aim 
of this chapter is to examine the strategic and operational roles of such 
foreign Special Forces sent into the interior of Libya, not as constituent 
parts of the NATO- led operation but as a shadow Land Component of the 
latter. This will be accomplished first by describing some of the tactical 
and operational functions performed by these forces, and second by 
showing how these activities can be connected to larger operational needs 
and strategic goals. Finally I will discuss some theoretical and policy- 
relevant implications of this covert use of special operations forces in 
humanitarian interventions such as the one in Libya. The aim will largely 
be achieved through an analysis of media reports and official documenta-
tion available at the time of writing.
 It should be noted that at the time of writing, not many official reports 
were readily available, something that means that the chapter primarily 
relies on secondary sources such as press clippings and news reports. There 
were a few attempts by journalists to provide more detailed accounts, for 
instance Samia Nakhoul and Mark Urban, but most of the reporting is anec-
dotal and therefore problematic. I have tried to overcome this by using 
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many different sources and by cross checking them. For instance, I have 
spoken to two former staff officers that participated in OUP, and one 
researcher who was embedded with rebels in Misrata, to verify or refute parts 
of my argument, but some important gaps still remain in this puzzle.
 An immediate conclusion that can be drawn from this work, it will be 
argued below, is that research into the use of SOF in humanitarian interven-
tions has been neglected. One reason for why it is important to study this 
phenomenon closer is that there is a risk that we will continue to rely on 
one- sided analysis focusing on air power as the deciding component in 
current interventions unless we do so. Air power may have laid the founda-
tion for victory in Libya, but in the end it was supplemented by a significant 
contribution by special operations forces. In essence, it will be argued, the 
Libyan resistance movement, the Thuwar, was supported by a comprehensive 
and unconventional warfare programme staged by France, Italy, the United 
Kingdom and the United States in concert with a few allied Arab nations, 
especially Qatar, Jordan and the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Another 
reason for examining these nationally organized, military activities is that 
this systematic and covert use of SOF in humanitarian intervention opera-
tions might reflect a new way of conducting warfare by Western countries.8

 Quite clearly, the covert use of SOF in humanitarian interventions is 
problematic in that democratic oversight is typically jeopardized by covert 
operations. Furthermore, we may want to ask some probing questions about 
the political rationale for deploying covert operations forces in a military 
mission defined as a humanitarian intervention, but also into the likely 
repercussions of the particular dynamics of warfare that this use implies. It is 
tempting to believe that it was a precision bombing campaign, with surgical 
strikes against Libyan military infrastructure, which finally felled Colonel 
Gaddafi. In reality, however, the Libyan resistance movement, the Thuwar, 
was supported by a number of foreign SOF teams with, as David Sanger says, 
a very ‘light footprint’.9 This of course raises several questions that need to 
be addressed. First, is the West really serious when they advocate the respons-
ibility to protect (R2P) and the need for humanitarian interventions, or are 
they intervening in conflicts for other reasons? The chapter will therefore 
address the strategic rationale for entering Libya with covert operations 
forces. It will also tentatively address some implications of such use. Second, 
the chapter will also touch upon questions relating to the new dynamics and 
logic of warfare that this use implies.

Full circle: coming back to Libya

It is almost ironic that non- conventional forces were used during the UN 
sanctioned intervention against Gaddafi in 2011, because exactly 71 years 
earlier the concept of SOF was virtually invented in that same region. At the 
time, the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG) and the Special Air Service 
(SAS) were founded in order to meet specific strategic demands in Libya and 
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Egypt: to carry out deep penetration of German and Italian lines and to 
conduct covert reconnaissance patrols; intelligence missions; and raids, in 
exactly the same desert as Operation Unified Protector (OUP).10 The LRDG 
and the SAS are today regarded as the forerunners of all modern Special 
Forces, so with Operation Unified Protector, the use of SOF came full circle.
 Interestingly, but not surprisingly since covert operations seem to 
trigger widespread fascination and curiosity, some details of the use of 
special operations forces in Libya have leaked out. Much of the informa-
tion is, as mentioned briefly above, somewhat anecdotal, and sometimes 
even conspiratorial. Yet, the sheer wealth of information available through 
a variety of sources eventually provides us with a relatively clear picture of 
the actions of non- conventional military units.
 What we do know is that at least the United States, United Kingdom, 
France, Qatar, Jordan, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Italy 
deployed Special Forces on Libyan soil. What we do not know in detail is 
which units were actually sent there. From media reports it is reasonable 
to infer that the United States for instance deployed elements of the 
Special Activities Division of the CIA, that the British sent elements of 
their famous Special Air Service (SAS), Special Boat Squadron (SBS) and 
Special Reconnaissance Regiment (SRR) as well as the Secret Intelligence 
Service (SIS). Italy dispatched around 40 operatives from the 9th Regi-
ment Col Moschin, a crack unit of the Folgore Parachute Brigade.11 Very 
little has been reported about UAE and Qatari SF units, except for the fact 
that they deployed SOF personnel in some numbers.12

 Below I will briefly describe some of the activities undertaken by foreign 
Special Forces units deployed in Libya, and the tactical roles they fulfilled 
on the ground. I will then show how these roles can be connected to oper-
ational needs and higher strategic goals. The aim is to contribute to a 
better understanding not only of the direct role SOF played in the NATO- 
led Libyan intervention, but also their role in a wider military effort that 
included a number of auxiliary units and missions. It will be shown that 
OUP comprised the naval and air wings of what indeed constituted a 
larger operation that went beyond the immediate and direct control of 
NATO. That larger operation notably included a covert programme, con-
sisting of a set of interconnected missions, aimed at enhancing the likeli-
hood that the rebels would be successful in toppling Colonel Gadaffi. In 
the shadows of OUP, the ground component was primarily built around 
the Libyan rebels, with tacit support from foreign special operations forces 
of several different participating nations.

The role of Special Operations Forces

Special Operations Forces (SOF ) are small units of highly trained military 
personnel, often recruited from among the best soldiers of conventional 
military forces or sometimes from military intelligence organizations. They 
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are frequently organized outside the usual chain- of-command in order to 
underscore their special status and unconventional character. Such forces 
regularly operate covertly far behind enemy lines, avoiding direct combat 
and therefore detection by the enemy.13 Often, SOF have been used with the 
intention of gaining immediate strategic effects to change the course and 
outcome of a conflict. Operation Gunnerside in 1943 for instance is a famous 
example. The operation, aimed at destroying a German heavy water produc-
tion facility in Rjukan in Norway, was planned by British Special Operations 
Executive (SOE) and executed by six Norwegian resistance fighters trained 
as commandos in the UK.14 Some nevertheless argue that SOF work best 
when used as a complement to conventional forces for the purpose of stra-
tegic attrition, rather than producing a strategic paralysis whereby the 
opponent is quickly brought to his knees following a sudden, major blow.15

 Principally, SOF can undertake a number of different tasks; Table 8.1 
illustrates the most common tasks given to SOF. Even though the table is 
based on US Special Operations Command (SOCOM) Joint Doctrine 3–05 
which provides overarching doctrine for special operations, it can be used 
as a general description of such forces and the tasks designated to them.16 
The British may have invented Commando units during the Second World 
War, and the use of specialized military forces goes back even further than 
that,17 but it is the United States that has refined the concept into the flex-
ible and useful tool they constitute today. Today US Special Operations 
Forces are the trendsetters and stand at the forefront when it comes to the 
training and utilization of Special Forces worldwide. Many countries that 
develop such forces seek to directly emulate American units and numer-
ous foreign SF components go there as part of military exchange pro-
grammes and training. For this reason, it is not unreasonable to start with 
Table 8.1, based on US doctrine, as a way of identifying tasks assigned to 
SOF during the 2011 Libya intervention.

The execution of special operations in parallel with Operation Unified 
Protector

Using Table 8.1 as a way of organizing empirical evidence found primarily 
in accounts from journalists, and in some recent academic reports, this 
section will describe tasks apparently assigned to foreign SOF during the 
first six months or so of 2011. Because of the limited purpose of this 
chapter, I will only discuss Direct Action (DA), Special Reconnaissance 
(SR), Unconventional Warfare (UW) and rescue operations as part of a 
task other than core activities. The reason is that I find it implausible that 
SOF were used in any of the other roles. Both Counter Insurgency (CI) 
and Counter Terrorism (CT), as well as Foreign Internal Defense (FID), 
have other strategic aims than the aforementioned tasks. In essence, CI, 
CT and FID are activities aimed at supporting  friendly governments while 
the former are used to destabilize governments.
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Direct action: directing air strikes and bounty hunting?

Direct action (DA) activities perhaps constitute the quintessence of Special 
Operations Forces, at least in the public imagination. Nightly raids, 
executed by a few select, highly trained and determined soldiers, often 
against enemy command centres and supply lines (like those carried out 
by the LRDG and the SAS in Libya during the Second World War) have 
captured our imagination and built the reputation that epitomizes Special 
Forces. Such offensive operations in deep battle space include not only 
infrastructure disruption, but also the capture, or at times assassination, of 
high- value targets. Contrary to popular belief, in Libya DA was presumably 
a SOF task during the very early stages of the intervention only, and then 
as part of the degrading of Libyan air defense (AD) systems.
 On 24 March NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh- Rasmussen 
announced that the Alliance had started enforcing the no- fly zone (NFZ) 
over Libya, and that they now had fighter jets conducting combat air 
patrols (CAP) in Libyan air space.18 The primary function of the NFZ was 
to prevent Muammar Gaddafi’s Air Force from operating over Libya and 
from targeting the civilian population. But, in order to be able to execute 
the CAP, NATO had first to deal with a major threat to all Allied air opera-
tions: the supposedly highly efficient Libyan air defense systems (AD). 
During the 1980s the Libyan military had bought several such systems 
from the Soviet Union, and they were now organized both within the 
Army and within the Air Defence Command, one of the military branches. 
According to some sources, in 2011 Libya had ‘the most robust air defense 
network on the African continent, falling second only to Egypt in terms of 
coverage and operational systems’.19

 The Libyan Air Defence Command was indeed one of the most prior-
itized defence functions and served two vital military strategic roles: first, 
to protect the country from foreign air attacks, and second to make it 
resistant to strategic coercion similar to the operation executed by NATO 
against Kosovo in 1999.20 The Libyan experience of the US air attacks in 
1986 probably served as a reminder of how vulnerable they were and must 
probably have served as a driver of the development of a robust air 
defence organization.21 The Libyan approach to theirs was clearly inspired 
by Soviet Cold War doctrine and built on a system- of-systems approach, 
whereby units with long- range surface to air missiles (SAM) (for instance 
SA- 3 GOA) overlapped with neighbouring units with shorter- range systems 
(for instance SA- 2 GUIDELINE).22 The Air Defence Command also pos-
sessed a very long- range high- altitude system, the SA- 5A GAMMON, which 
constituted the greatest threat to Allied aircraft. The idea was for the dif-
ferent systems to provide cover for each other, thereby increasing their 
effectiveness against enemy aircraft.23 In fact, during the initial stages of 
Operations Odyssey Dawn and Unified Protector, the Libyan air defences 
must have seemed fairly impressive to NATO military planners.
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 Given that one of the tasks assigned to the British SAS during the first 
Gulf War in 1991 was to search for and destroy Saddam’s Scud batteries,24 
it is not surprising that some observers and war correspondents believed 
that teams of Special Forces had been sent behind the lines to knock out 
Gadaffi’s AD systems in the same fashion. Apparently, as early as the very 
initial phase of Operation Odyssey Dawn, the predecessor to OUP, both 
the United States and the United Kingdom did in fact deploy SOF teams 
on the ground to direct air strikes on Libyan AD.25 Their task was to locate 
Gaddafi’s Russian- made SAM systems and send their coordinates to 
national headquarters, which could then transfer detailed information for 
the Air Component Commander to use in his targeting process; while 
another task would have been to paint targets with laser designators so 
attack aircraft could then knock them out.26 Missions of this type seem to 
have been given primarily during Operation Odyssey Dawn, when NATO 
was not yet involved.
 From 31 March, when NATO ultimately took command, it would have 
been difficult to continue giving SOF teams such tasks due to the covert 
nature of their operations. Directing air strikes against Gaddafi’s air 
defence systems from the ground was probably still considered an opera-
tional necessity among many in the NATO staff in Naples, but using covert 
SOF teams to do it became much more difficult in this multinational 
setting. Usually, any Combined Air Operations Cell (CAOC – the 
command and control centre for all air and space operations) would com-
fortably handle even the most sensitive parts of an operation. However, in 
this case, the mere deployment of SOF teams on the ground would by 
some countries have been seen as a violation of the UN Security Council 
mandate, and therefore a feature that could have politically undermined 
the entire operation.
 Furthermore, given the complexity of ground- led air targeting, and all 
the processes needed for coordination between Special Forces and attack 
aircraft releasing their missiles, it is doubtful that SOF teams were used for 
this specific role during OUP.27 Many journalists have speculated about 
SOF teams directing air strikes,28 but from an operational security and 
legal perspective this would have been hazardous.29 Illuminating targets 
with hand- held laser designators would have required considerable inter-
action between SOF and the CAOC, and such interaction could easily have 
compromised the covert SOF teams operating in Libya.30

 However, there are other, simpler ways of leading and directing air 
strikes. For instance, foreign SOF teams deployed in theatre provided coord-
inates of Libyan AD systems, units and other vital infrastructure, such as 
command posts and ammunition depots, by radio. Reconnaissance prior to 
air strikes and reporting of battle damage were also missions for the SOF 
teams of different nationalities deployed. I will return to this below.
 Two other classical DA tasks assigned to Special Forces are hostage 
rescue operations and the capture, and sometimes assassination, of 
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subjects of interest. In the first category, Lieutenant Colonel Otto Skor-
zeny’s raid on the Gran Sasso in 1943 to rescue Mussolini stands out as a 
classic example. In the latter category, the killing of Usama bin Ladin in 
2011 by a team of US Navy SEALs stand out as a clear case of how Special 
Forces can be used to further national agendas by attacking political and 
military leaders. Reportedly, the US has on at least three different occa-
sions attempted to assassinate foreign heads of state:31 Congolese Prime 
Minister Patrice Lumumba, Cuban President Fidel Castro and Iraqi Prime 
Minister Abdul Karim Kassem.32 Many more attempts have been made by 
other intelligence services, and since operations like these have so often 
been part of the drama and myths surrounding SOF and intelligence 
agencies it is not surprising that some journalists suggested that SOF teams 
were specifically deployed in order to track down and capture Gaddafi and 
his family at the height of the armed conflict.33 However, such tasks were 
probably not in the mandate of any Western country due to the political 
and legal constraints cited above.

Special reconnaissance: gathering intelligence and liaising with rebels

One important aspect of all military operations is the need for timely and 
accurate information regarding the situation on ground. This intelligence 
is preferably gathered by trained troops in the theatre of operations and 
not only from Signals Intelligence (SIGINT) or other technical intelli-
gence and surveillance systems. The need for such information was by no 
means less in this intervention when compared to any other military cam-
paign, rather the contrary. The reason was that the operation was aimed at 
protecting civilians and that incurring significant collateral damage in 
terms of numerous civilian casualties would both have jeopardized the 
political process and directly contradicted the notion of operational 
success.
 In SOF terms, this type of intelligence and information gathering is 
called Special Reconnaissance (SR) and ‘entails reconnaissance and sur-
veillance actions conducted as [special operations]  in hostile, denied, or 
diplomatically sensitive environments to collect or verify information of 
strategic or operational significance, employing military capabilities not 
normally found in [Conventional Forces]’.34 Activities such as these are 
supposed to provide an additional collection capability for both opera-
tional as well as strategic staffs and are meant to supplement other recon-
naissance and information gathering techniques.
 The reconnaissance tasks given to SOF teams in Libya would have had 
at least two dimensions: the first, as hinted at above, to pinpoint the 
Libyan AD systems, especially the long- range SA- 5s,35 and the second 
would have been to provide the different planning and intelligence ele-
ments with updated information on rebel activity. The second task would 
also have included liaising with rebel forces.
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 Conducting air operations in a situation as complex as it was during the 
early part of 2011, requires intelligence and information of a quality not 
always obtainable by satellites, technical signal intelligence (SIGINT) or 
airborne reconnaissance systems. For instance, target acquisition demands 
that targets are identified and confirmed by observers on the ground, 
especially in a situation where the operation is designed to protect civil-
ians. During Operation Unified Protector such operational support activ-
ities were not available to the military planning staffs because of the 
restrictions in the Security Council’s mandate. Instead, several different 
nations decided to support their operations on a national basis by sending 
in smaller SOF teams.
 The amount of SR activities that actually involved foreign SOF is imposs-
ible to estimate at the time of writing. It is fair to assume, however, that 
over time the task would have been expanded to include not only locating 
AD systems, but also establishing the positions of all pro- Gaddafi forces. 
This latter task most likely concentrated on locating command centres, 
ammunition depots and military staging areas.
 Reconnaissance is very important in an area of operations, but it can 
never provide all the critical information requirements of operational or 
strategic commanders. This is especially true if there are also friendly 
forces on the ground with whom a certain degree of coordination is neces-
sary.36 In Libya, this amounted to the absolute necessity of establishing 
liaison with the many different rebel groups.
 The group of eight British SOF operatives caught on the outskirts of 
Benghazi almost certainly had such a task. Their mission included to ‘keep 
an eye on the humanitarian situation’ as well as ‘protecting diplomats’ 
sent from the UK on a diplomatic mission to the rebels.37 In addition, it 
was imperative for Her Majesty’s Government to coordinate operations 
with the rebels, and to get firsthand knowledge of what was going on 
among them. Forging links and to open up communication with the rebel 
leadership was a top priority, and sending in SOF teams was – it can be 
assumed – the preferred course of action. The task included the establish-
ment of contact, assessment of the operational situation and facilitation of 
the transition of power from Gaddafi to the rebels.38 Similarly, the French 
Special Operations Command (Commandement des opérations spéciales – COS) 
allegedly deployed a few dozen operatives to coordinate operations with 
rebels,39 and the CIA did likewise.40 In this sense, the SOF teams sent to 
liaise with the rebels were used, one can confidently infer, as conduits of 
information between the Western powers and the rebels. But there was 
also an operational requirement that they could provide: namely de- 
conflicting operations between NATO and the rebels. By exchanging 
information regarding on- going and planned activities the risk for inad-
vertent blue- on-blue exchange of fire between NATO and rebel forces 
could be reduced.
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Unconventional warfare: providing support to the rebels

Unconventional Warfare (UW) is a Special Operation that denotes 
several different activities,41 all with the overarching goal of under-
mining and overthrowing a foreign government. Principally, it can be 
executed in numerous ways, but training and arming, or equipping, 
insurgent groups are often the centre pieces of such programmes. In 
contrast to official accounts from NATO and coalition member states, 
the Libyan Thuwar received a substantial amount of such support from 
foreign states during the intervention in 2011, and this section will 
briefly describe the two central elements of the UW program staged by 
the Western powers (outside NATO operations or in parallel to NATO 
operations). The first entailed a carefully tailored training programme 
executed primarily by Arab states, while the second was a clandestine 
equip programme emanating chiefly from France and Qatar, and using 
Tunisia as a conduit for arms.
 According to the NATO spokesperson, Oana Lungescu, the Alliance 
never took part in any formal coordination on the ground, and did not 
support the rebels, nor did they provide weapons or instructions to them. 
In fact, ‘NATO [had] no special troops and NATO [had] no ground 
troops or any sort of ground forces under NATO’.42 Yet, during the armed 
conflict it was obvious that the rebels developed a fighting quality and 
capability they did not have from the beginning. Colonel Burkhard 
Thierry, spokesman for the French General Staff, claims that the Thuwar 
learnt from their battlefield experience and became a better force over 
time.43 However, Eric Dénécé, Director of the French Centre for Research 
on Intelligence (Centre Français de Recherche sur le Renseignement), does not 
agree: ‘Foutaises!’, he says, ‘With all the respect I have for the Libyans, the 
insurgents were totally incapable of doing anything militarily.’44 Indeed, 
much points to the fact that several nations sent advisors specifically to 
train and mentor the Thuwar, and that it was this training that eventually 
and finally turned the tide of war against Gadaffi.
 On Saturday 20 August, at around 8 p.m., Operation Dawn Mermaid, 
the rebel attack on Tripoli, was launched. In several ways, it resembled the 
well- known CIA sponsored attack on the Bay of Pigs in Cuba in 1961,45 
only it was much more successful. It had all the same ingredients as 
Operation Zapata, the CIA code name for the attack on the Bay of Pigs: 
exiled Libyans flown in from many countries to plan and execute 
the attack; foreign para- militaries participated in both the planning and 
the execution phase; training and arms were provided by outside powers; 
and extensive military support in the shape of NATO air and naval 
forces.46 Given that forces loyal to Gadaffi were targeted by NATO and 
subjected to air-strikes, these components helped make Dawn Mermaid 
a successful: one in which covert foreign SOF teams had an essential part 
to play.



206  M. Mohlin

 The foundation for the assault on Tripoli had been laid more than six 
months previously when the United Arab Emirates (UAE) deployed at 
least one SOF team on the ground in the Nasuf Mountains, western Libya. 
From there they supplied the rebel forces with equipment and provisions, 
and at a later stage they also provided training on the same location.47 The 
training covered many different topics and capabilities, but one essential 
aspect is most likely to have been connected to the central tenet of all 
military campaigns: namely learning how to plan and coordinate military 
movements within a larger body of forces. These are skills that are very dif-
ficult to obtain without prior and adequate military training, and not 
something that you learn from a few months of irregular warfare. Com-
manding a smaller force comprising a handful of rebels can of course be 
done on a personal and intuitive basis, but executing command and 
control over several different units in a combined and coherent fashion 
demands organization and rigorous methods. Educating and training 
officers to become part of a staff and to learn the necessary staff proce-
dures is the core task of military universities worldwide, and a detailed 
knowledge of planning and guiding military operations is what makes a 
military force efficient and sustainable in combat. Besides mentoring the 
staffs in such basic skills, there were most certainly weapons drills, live 
firing exercises and communications. All focused on getting rebel soldiers 
to operate as units and not as individuals. Without adequate knowledge of 
critical topics like this, especially planning and logistics, all fighting would 
eventually have ceased and trickled away altogether.
 If training is one essential feature in developing an efficient military 
rebellion, another is arms. The Thuwar obtained most of theirs from 
defecting Gaddafi loyalists and from military stores and depots abandoned 
during the fighting,48 but some also came from foreign sources as parts of 
substantial foreign- sponsored support programmes.
 British Foreign Secretary William Hague said on 3 April 2011, that Her 
Majesty’s government had ‘taken no decision to arm the rebels’, and a 
subsequent report of the House of Commons Library’s research and 
information service concluded that the UN Libyan sanctions committee 
would probably not approve arms transfers to the rebels.49 In France, 
Qatar and the UAE, however, the resolution seems to have been inter-
preted differently in that all three countries provided arms to many of the 
rebel factions in Libya. According to some commentators, Qatar was 
‘unsparing in its political, financial and military support in favor of Libya’s 
insurgency’,50 and the cornerstone of that support seem to have been 
equipping and training the rebels from camps in the mountains of western 
Libya. Parts of the weapons transfers were first flown to Tunisia, and then 
smuggled into the western part of the country,51 where they were then 
handed out to various rebel groups.
 Another aspect of this close assistance to the rebels was the need to 
convey information and intelligence to the leadership and the different 
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rebel groups. Most likely, such information came from the different par-
ticipating states, as well as from NATO. There were many different critical 
information requirements that had to be forwarded to them, and the best 
way of doing this would have been to send small teams composed of oper-
atives from both the SOF and intelligence communities. The group of 
men from E- Squadron mentioned earlier was such a team, and because it 
included soldiers as well as intelligence para- militaries, they were able to 
provide the rebels with highly sophisticated information regarding the 
locations and strengths of Gaddafi loyalist forces.
 There were also occasions when foreign SOF teams actually joined the 
Thuwar in battle. In June 2011, at least four SOF operatives equipped with 
radios were observed with a group of rebels firing heavy machine guns 
mounted on light pick- ups.52 Their mission was most likely to liaise with 
the rebels, but it could also have been to train the rebels into an efficient 
fighting force. According to the British foreign secretary, William Hague, 
the UK would send military advisers to advise the rag- tag rebel forces so 
they could improve their military organizational structures, communica-
tions and logistics: ‘The rebels will be trained in the communications, 
logistics and intelligence skills used by a modern military.’53 In a speech 
one day later, Italian Defense Minister, Ignazio La Russa, said that Italy too 
would send advisers to support the rebels. Even though the mandate of 
the Italian SOF mission had not yet been determined, he noted that they 
would ‘not be on the battlefield’. Instead, they would act as mentors 
slightly behind the front lines.54 Rumors and speculation notwithstanding, 
it is wholly unlikely that international SOF teams assisted the rebels with 
air strikes and participated in combat, also partly because of their small 
numbers they could not really have accomplished much. The fact that 
they acted behind the lines and were training troops in all likelihood con-
tributed much more than single squads of SOF operatives could have 
done, even if they had directed the odd air strike here and there. In other 
words, the training and mentoring may very well have produced much 
greater military value in that they modified, modernized and enhanced 
the battle effectiveness of the Thuwar.55

 So, while Tunisia served as a conduit for French arms shipments into 
Libya,56 Qatar and UAE took on the training role and sent several SF oper-
atives into the Nasuf Mountains. Simultaneously, British and American SF 
operatives and intelligence case officers provided detailed intelligence and 
information to rebel commanders. All in all this constituted a neat and 
comprehensively tailored programme using unconventional warfare for 
the purpose of overthrowing Gaddafi and transferring the power to the 
rebels. Significantly, a programme such as this can easily be prolonged 
once the new regime has been put in place, thus laying the foundations 
for a long- term military support of the new government. As will be illus-
trated below, one important element of the support to the rebels, espe-
cially from a Western perspective, was establishing close cooperation with 
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a post- Gaddafi regime in order to prevent al- Qaeda from gaining 
influence in the country. Thereby, the foundations were laid for what in 
US terminology often is referred to as Foreign Internal Defense (FID) 
operations.57

Rescue operations: evacuating civilians caught in the armed conflict

The missions mentioned above are the most commonly tasked to SOF, but 
at times such forces are used in situations where conventional forces could 
have been as easily used. The reasons for choosing SF units over conven-
tional forces may depend on their usual high readiness and availability. 
Thus, Special Operations Forces are at times used for tasks other than the 
ones they are traditionally designed for.
 The first signs of international SF units on Libyan soil were in conjunc-
tion with a non- combatant evacuation operation (NEO) executed by the 
British Foreign Office, a task not usually given to such units. On 26 
February, the Royal Air Force (RAF ), using two military C- 130 Hercules 
aircraft, flew about 150 oil workers, many of them British nationals, from 
several different locations in the desert to safety on Malta.58 Similarly, 
many foreigners were also evacuated through the harbour in Benghazi 
and onto HMS Cumberland and HMS York and then brought to safety in 
Valetta on Malta.59 These operations were supported by SOF teams.
 During the initial turmoil in what would become a civil war in Libya, 
hundreds of foreign workers were trapped in various locations around the 
country. Some of them were flown out on what may have been British air-
craft commonly used for special operations purposes, though these efforts 
were led by the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) instead 
of the Ministry of Defence (MoD) or NATO. Even though supporting a 
NEO is not usually a task given to SOF, the crews of the aircraft were 
reportedly reinforced with SAS or SBS troops for security reasons. Accord-
ing to one source, ‘about two dozen men from C Squadron of the Special 
Boat Service (SBS)’ accompanied one flight.60 Their primary task was 
presumably restricted to that of close protection while landing, receiving 
evacuees and taking off. The SOF personnel were surely prepared for 
ambush scenarios, but none of the teams appear to have become engaged 
in any fire fights while evacuating the civilians.
 Anyway, the reason SAS or SBS operatives were used in the first place 
was probably because they were available at short notice, otherwise it 
would be wasteful to use such an exclusive asset in support of a NEO.

Humanitarian interventions, unconventional warfare and 
strategy

The activities mentioned in the previous section did not materialize 
without a plan. The fact that all these activities and actions took place in 
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concert, and that participating states almost systematically shared the 
burdens, reflect well on the internal cohesion of the wider campaign. It is 
only when viewed together like this, in the strategic context where they 
ultimately belong, that such SOF missions make sense. This section will 
systemize and try to explain how the activities described above can be con-
nected to a strategic plan, one that went beyond the tactical, Bravo Two 
Zero- like level.61

 Via inductive reasoning based on the tasks conducted by international 
Special Forces it can be credibly argued that the SOF strategy for Libya 
rested on three pillars and that international SOF activities were associated 
to the Libyan civil war in three different ways. First, they were executed in 
direct support of national needs and NATO operations; second, they were 
staged in an effort to strengthen the rebels so they themselves could 
organize a resilient and successful resistance to Gaddafi forces; and finally, 
SOF teams were used indirectly to thwart any machinations by al- Qaeda in 
the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) to gain ground and influence in a post- 
Gaddafi Libya. Table 8.2 illustrates the three pillars and how the different 
tasks assigned to SOF can be connected to each of the three pillars.

Deconflicting OUP: supporting national needs and NATO operations

In March 2011, there were wild speculations regarding the activities of the 
British elite unit, the Special Air Service (SAS) in Libya. It was said that 
they had deployed so called ‘Smash’ squads and that their mission was to 
‘paint targets’ with laser beams so that attack aircraft could drop laser 
guided precision bombs onto Gaddafi loyalist targets.62 As explained 
above, such tasks may have been given to British and French Special 
Forces teams during the early stages of the conflict, but the main mission 
of SOF changed character as soon as NATO took command of the opera-
tion in March. From that point onward, the French and British teams 

Table 8.2 Strategic goals and operational tasks

Strategic and operational goals Tasks of SOF in Libya

Supporting NATO and national 
functions and operations

Strengthening the Libyan rebels

Denying access of foreign and 
competing external powers Thuwar 
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focused on, above all, intelligence gathering (even though they almost cer-
tainly relayed positions of certain pro- Gaddafi forces and command 
centres to national intelligence cells). It has also been mentioned that one 
of the first tasks included evacuating foreign nationals stranded in the 
conflict. A third task, given to SOF teams to fulfil national and Alliance 
needs, was to liaise with the different rebel groups in an effort to acquire 
an overall picture of the resistance. The latter was primarily aimed at pro-
viding decision makers in Paris, London and Washington with necessary 
information, but also for NATO to monitor movements within and 
between various insurgent groups in an effort to de- conflict rebel and 
NATO operations.
 Supposedly, some of the international SOF teams, especially British, US 
and French, had the important operational task of liaising with rebels in 
order to reduce the danger of fratricide (the risk of Western friendly air-
craft and other Western forces being fired upon)63 and to ensure that 
OUP did not jeopardize rebel activity, or vice versa. In essence, the SOF 
teams facilitated both rebel and NATO operations and reduced the risk of 
inadvertent fire on friendly forces.

Avoiding a quagmire: strengthening the Libyan rebels

The second pillar of the SOF strategy concerned active military support to 
the various rebel groups and to the National Transition Committee 
(NTC). It was given in the form of a vast train and equip programme, and 
included mentoring and advice as well as a de facto arming of the rebels. 
The latter was primarily carried out by the governments of Qatar and 
France, with tacit approval by the Tunisian government which allowed the 
transit of weapons through its territory. Tunisia also allowed rebels to set 
up training bases and intelligence cells in the country.64

 When the Libyan uprising started, the anti- Gaddafi forces consisted 
mostly of various groups lacking a central command structure and 
effective equipment. To make matters worse the rebels were on their own, 
unlike Gaddafi who partly relied on the assistance of foreign fighters and 
mercenaries.65 With the arrival of international SOF teams, who mentored 
and supplied the rebels, the tide of war gradually turned in their favour.
 A primary motive for supporting the Libyan rebels in such a compre-
hensive unconventional warfare programme was most likely because no 
Western government wanted to become bogged down in the quagmire of 
another prolonged war, like Afghanistan and Iraq. According to a senior 
US intelligence official, the military setbacks of the rebels were ‘hardening 
the U.S. view that the poorly equipped opposition [was] incapable of pre-
vailing without decisive Western intervention’.66 So in March 2011, when 
the US administration realized the Thuwar were about to lose the ground 
war, the only feasible option was to train the rebels and let them wage war 
against Gaddafi. By supporting the rebels in this way, and indirectly sup-
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porting them with training, intelligence, mentoring and certain equip-
ment, NATO could focus on providing combat air patrols and act as air 
cover for the rebellion.

War on terrorism: denying foreign influences access to Libya

None of the two strategic ideas mentioned above has escaped the atten-
tion of commentators on the armed conflict in Libya, albeit indirectly 
since the focus has been on the tactical tasks rather than how the activities 
of a few hundred foreign SF operators met larger operational or strategic 
requirements. There is however a third function that has gone unnoticed, 
yet it is one of immense strategic importance in any zone of conflict. In 
the current era, and because of the type of recent conflicts, the possible 
entry of competing outside powers into the war theatre is an issue that pol-
iticians, strategists and decision makers must always factor in. This was true 
during the Cold War, and it is still true today. In a conflict such as the civil 
war in Libya, similar to what happened in the aftermath of the US victory 
over Saddam Hussein in Iraq in 2003, there is always a danger that outside 
powers, or global terrorist groups, will try to use the ensuing power 
vacuum to further their own agenda and pursue their ulterior goals.
 In Libya, and the entire Maghreb, the presence of Islamic militant 
groups has been a challenge for some time.67 This problem became more 
acute when al- Qaeda members were spotted at various locations in Libya. 
At the beginning of the uprising, fears were raised that ‘The Arab spring 
[would represent] a strategic pivot for al- Qaeda’,68 and that ‘spiraling viol-
ence in Libya may provide militant Islamist groups future opportunities in 
the country’.69 Given that Security Council resolution 1973 only mandated 
NATO to provide for security to civilians threatened by the Gaddafi war 
machine, it indirectly created conditions for al- Qaeda in Maghreb (AQIM) 
to enhance its power and influence. Had the Western powers decided not 
to enter Libyan territory, al- Qaeda could very well have used the power 
vacuum as an opportunity to provide the only well organized military wing 
of the rebellion. Western leaders and intellectuals have argued that ‘Al- 
Qaida [was] branching out’ to Libya, and that al- Qaeda might become a 
destabilizing force and a strategic rival to the West. Hence, it was ‘impera-
tive to work to prevent al- Qaeda from sabotaging transitions in the Middle 
East’.70 The solution was thus seen to lay, at least in part, in replacing the 
need for al- Qaeda support by sending in covert military assistance in the 
form of coalition teams of SOF operatives and para- military intelligence 
officers, and thereby ‘pleas[e] the likely winners of the current conflict’.71

 In the spring and summer of 2011, the NATO- led military operation in 
Libya was portrayed as a case of humanitarian intervention, and Security 
Council Resolutions 1970 and 1973 reinforced this general understanding 
of the situation. Both documents expressed grave concerns about heavy 
civilian casualties and the escalation of violence, and demanded that the 
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Libyan authorities protect its population (see Chapter 2). At the outset the 
international community may have been content with a cease- fire and the 
restoration of law and order in Libya. However, when the situation 
deteriorated into a civil war the strategic options for the Western nations 
were more limited. The strategic stakes had been raised: not only was the 
civilian population now threatened by a dictator bent on attacking his own 
people, but the same dictator, had he crushed the rebellion, might have 
resorted to his old habit of sponsoring non- state armed groups and terror-
ists in Europe and elsewhere.72 Some saw a risk that al- Qaeda would move 
into the country and either find sanctuary there,73 or commit its forces to 
a pitched battle for power and influence in the country. Others, such as 
Senator John McCain, Obama’s 2008 presidential rival, did not take this as 
seriously and ‘shrugged off suggestions that al- Qaeda may have a role to 
play in the rebellion’.74 Right or wrong, the mere prospect of al- Qaeda 
influencing the transitional process meant that the Western powers had to 
be cautious in terms of whom they armed and trained. For this reason, 
sending covert forces into the Libyan hinterland became imperative for 
political and military success.
 The coalition could have chosen a strategy resembling that of NATO in 
Kosovo in 1999, where they relied on air power alone to coerce the political 
leadership into adhering to the demands of the international community.75 
However, the Western leaders felt they could not risk having the young 
rebellion crushed, leaving an even more powerful Gaddafi in power. Never-
theless, the resolution made no mention of either toppling the dictator or 
imposing democracy in the country. Therefore, the only viable strategy for 
the Coalition was to interpret Security Council resolution 1973 liberally and 
provide substantial military assistance to the rebels. That was the sole way to 
‘reconcile the sound humanitarian and strategic reasons for preventing the 
rebels’ defeat’ Shashank pointedly argues.76 Denying al- Qaeda influence 
became a top priority and something that could be accomplished by train-
ing, mentoring and equipping the rebels. By infiltrating and building long- 
lasting ties with the nascent rebel militia, it was believed that AQIM would 
be denied access and become redundant in Libyan politics.

Components of a shadow war: SOF and strategy

One might well go as far as to argue that the tide of the entire armed con-
flict turned when a few foreign countries sent in advisors and trainers to 
the Libyan rebels. It has been claimed that NATO and the coalition consti-
tuted 70 per cent of the effort during the first half of the rebellion while 
the rebels stood for the rest, but after March or April the reverse was 
true.77 It was only when the rebels received foreign sponsored military 
training and arms that they were able to organize themselves and to offer 
a substantial military opposition to the unpopular regime. Up until that 
moment they had primarily been organized in small and disparate groups, 
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individual brigades, security committees or military councils taking local 
initiatives to fight Gaddafi loyalists wherever they could.78 The most 
important contribution of the foreign ground element, was however in the 
strategic realm, where SOF teams were used to discourage the al- Qaeda 
terrorist network and its operatives from gaining ground in and among 
the many disparate Libyan rebel factions.
 A central paradox of the utility of SOF is that their use may have serious 
ramifications for the side accepting support from such forces. First, there 
is a question of trust. For instance, when the members of E- squadron were 
taken prisoner by the Thuwar south of Benghazi the rebels were highly sus-
picious about who they were, who they represented and why they had 
come there. This was probably further emphasized because the group 
arrived disguised like thieves in the night, instead of openly seeking to 
establish contact. Second, there is a question of legitimacy. Sending in 
advisors to rebels struggling to gain consent and political legitimacy from 
the civilian population can seriously hamper any such mission. The situ-
ation was quickly resolved this time,79 but had it gone awry the Gaddafi 
side might have pointed to the presence of UK Special Forces in Libya and 
exploited it to de- legitimize the rebels and brand them as pawns of the 
former colonial powers.80

 Eventually, all or most of the activities presented above contributed to 
the goals of the participating nations: the controlled overthrow of Gaddafi 
in favour of the NTC and the denial of Libya as fertile ground for al- Qaeda 
influences. Using covert action based on the principles of unconventional 
warfare for the furtherance of foreign policy goals is nothing new (even 
though some may have thought so in the immediate wake of the Cold 
War).81 Considering the intervention fatigue prevalent in many Western 
states there are reasons to believe that this may be the recipe for the 
future, and that covert operations therefore will be used on a larger scale 
in other operations.
 The present build- up of Western intelligence agencies is a clear indic-
ator of this development.82 The use of SOF in Libya, as well as in the crises 
in Syria and Mali during 2012 and 2013,83 illustrates two separate yet inter-
twined dimensions of future Western interventions. The first is that 
Western nations may feel tempted to use covert action to a greater degree 
than during previous interventions and operations, and the second is that 
friendly Arab nations are likely to be used as stooges to support Western 
sponsored insurgencies in the Arab world.
 International SOF teams and intelligence operators may not have been 
deployed in large numbers, but the quality of their contribution was 
apparently crucial to the outcome of the NATO- led multinational inter-
vention. Most of what we know about these covert operations transpired 
through the reporting by war correspondents, and not via official chan-
nels, and this opens up a discussion on the use of SOF and covert opera-
tions as important pillars in Western- led humanitarian interventions.
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Optimizing the trajectory: on the strategic utility and 
inutility of SOF

The utility of SO and SOF is a contested subject,84 though we can rest 
assured that their use will continue, not only because they seem able to 
deliver decisive blows to the enemy at a bargain price but also because of 
their covert nature. Whether or not there is truth to this set of claims, SOF 
embodies a strategic value that goes beyond their tactical and material 
effect. Simply put, SOF brings something else to the table besides the spe-
cific tactical tasks assigned to them. Essentially, they operate in the stra-
tegic realm almost by definition. The Libyan campaign has constituted a 
litmus test for the use of SOF working alongside secret intelligence case 
officers in covert teams specifically created for the purpose. These teams 
have been used, in line with the principles of unconventional warfare, as 
replacement for conventional high- visibility forces.
 At the operational level the presence of foreign SOF meant that the 
rebels were able to ‘wrest the military initiative from the regime’.85 Alas, 
there may be a major fallacy behind the idea that surrounds the use of 
unconventional warfare in parallel to operations such as Unified Pro-
tector. Notably, what are the implications of the use of SOF, despite the 
fact that a UN Resolution seems to have been written in an effort if not to 
rule out, but at least to limit boots on the ground?86 Was it because of a 
weak mandate, or does the use of SOF show that some of the participating 
countries already at the outset had loftier ambitions than the rest of the 
international community? Or, does the use of covert operations on this 
scale reflect a new, largely covert, form of Western warfare? Are we in fact 
witnessing a shift towards a new type of global covert warfare waged in the 
shadows of international law and the Laws of Armed Conflict? Is this 
global shadow warfare the Western governments’ recipe for conflicts in 
the post- Iraq and post- Afghanistan era and the logical response to the 
intensified media scrutiny of current operations? Are covert and com-
bined teams of SF and intelligence operatives the interventionist’s silver 
bullet? Strategically, as a matter of course, it makes perfect sense to send 
in SOF and it is definitely in line with the ideas of the indirect approach as 
recommended by Basil Liddell- Hart,87 but is this an acceptable route for 
democracies to follow in the long run, and what does it imply for transpar-
ency and accountability in connection with military action?
 The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan went on for more than a decade, and 
especially in the US, many are deeply skeptical as to whether the West 
should continue to intervene on such a large scale.88 Chris Gibson (Rep), 
Senate House Representative from New York and a US army veteran of 
four tours in Iraq, stated when the Libya issue rose to prominence: ‘I think 
we have so much on the plate right now that [what] we need to do [before 
embarking on another military adventure is] to bring closure with regard 
to Iraq and Afghanistan.’89 The worsening crisis in Syria and Mali in 
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2011–2013 and the reluctance of international leaders to seriously engage 
may be seen as a further indicator of this fatigue.
 However, from the point of view of Western leaders there will always 
be a need for military interventions. Be it for ideological, moral, eco-
nomic or geopolitical reasons, the West cannot stand idly by and watch 
competing powers, either organized armed groups or states, gain ground 
in the aftermath of tumultuous conflict, especially when this takes place 
on the doorstep of democratic states. This is especially so if there are 
potentially major consequences for Western security, Western economies 
or a pending genocide. Still, if popular support for military intervention 
is low in the West and the political risks are too big when it comes to 
committing troops to foreign wars, our politicians could resort to covert 
operations.
 If contemporary covert operations, characterized by their seamless 
integration between elite Special Forces and the intelligence com-
munity,90 represent one feature of the new way of Western warfare, the 
global shadow war, another is the ‘regionalization’ and containment of 
conflicts. While the activities of Qatari and UAE SOF are not known in 
any detail, both countries provided ‘considerable discreet political and 
military support to the rebels’.91 Even though the exact operational 
quality of the assistance is difficult to assess, the real value of having 
them as partners in the coalition lie in their function as factors limiting 
the wars to specific regions rather than spreading beyond them. Without 
Qatar and UAE the entire intervention could easily have been portrayed 
as Western neo- colonialism and would in fact have worked against the 
NTC, had the Gaddafi loyalists been successful in their strategic commu-
nications. The intervention could have backfired and might have 
resulted in a wave of terrorist attacks across Europe and the US. In this 
sense, Qatar and UAE acted as Western proxies that worked to contain 
the armed conflict in Libya.
 The use of covert operations and unconventional warfare either as 
substitute for, or as a complement to, traditional military interventions 
raises not only practical questions such as the one above, but also illus-
trates that there may be even more pressing questions that need to be 
addressed theoretically as well as philosophically. On a moral and philo-
sophical level, Western leaders must once again revisit the problem of 
legitimacy. If the West continues to use covert operations to achieve 
goals, while conducting traditional military interventions, the credibility 
of Western political and military leaders will likely decrease. As is already 
the case in some quarters, international norms such as that of ‘respons-
ibility to protect’ will then be seen as a cover for the promotion of 
Western interests.
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Conclusions

The use of foreign special operations forces during the Libyan Civil War 
has not yet been properly analysed. The limited information readily 
available today comes from the reporting of war correspondents and in 
the form of somewhat anecdotal pieces of information about the pres-
ence of a few SOF operators in the country. What they did and the stra-
tegic impact they may have had on the conflict as such has not been 
disclosed by the respective governments. The aim of this chapter has 
been to examine the role and utility of foreign special operations in 
Libya, in particular, during the first part of 2011. However, it was not 
only the difference these operations made to the course and outcome of 
the direct conflict that was discussed here; rather, the primary subject of 
discussion has been the utility of Special Forces in Western foreign 
policy.
 Interestingly, Western special operations forces have traditionally 
been used to support the governments of friendly nations in their 
respective efforts to counter rebels and insurgents.92 Such tasks have 
often, in the US military context, been referred to as Foreign Internal 
Defense, Counter Terrorism and Counter Insurgency (see Table 8.1), 
the purpose being to strengthen and stabilize friendly governments. 
However, those same Western nations are now increasingly using SO 
and covert operations forces in line with the principles of Unconven-
tional Warfare to overthrow governments, a purpose that is exactly the 
opposite of traditional military assistance which seeks to strengthen 
them. Yet, in the end both types of operations works ‘to enhance [the 
sending states’] position in the world and to limit [the] other’s expan-
sion’.93 Unconventional Warfare might therefore be seen as a viable stra-
tegic alternative to Military Assistance in the sense that both can be 
employed toward achieving the same goal. Still, serious ethical and 
moral considerations separate the two, and require that decision makers 
– at least intermittently – discuss their use openly.
 Whilst it may be tempting to believe that a precision bombing cam-
paign brought about Gaddafi’s downfall, in reality, the Libyan resistance 
movement, the Thuwar, was supported by a comprehensive and unconven-
tional warfare programme staged by France, the United Kingdom and the 
United States in concert with a few Arab allies. This chapter has suggested 
that the systematic and covert use of SOF in Libya could very well augur a 
new Western approach to contemporary war: one in which military activ-
ities will be characterized by relatively inexpensive low- profile forces, and 
where non-disruptive use of force is seen as preferable to massive, costly 
and contentious deployment. Over time, however, the legitimacy of 
humanitarian interventions may be jeopardized by the expanded use of 
covert or semi- covert operations, in turn threatening to throw a spanner 
into the political system underpinning the global security system.
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9 Conclusion
Lessons and consequences of 
Operation Unified Protector

Robert Egnell

While most eye- catching events on the international stage merit careful 
attention from scholars and analysts, some events – particularly wars – 
stand out as especially significant. In a recent analysis, Karl Mueller argues 
that wars are often particularly noteworthy ‘because they are very large, 
politically consequential, or catastrophic’. Mueller then goes on to assert 
that the 2011 armed conflict in Libya lacked each of these characteristics. 
In fact, the NATO- led Operation Unified Protector (OUP) was small, 
short and low- cost.1

 NATO’s 2011 Libya campaign was nevertheless one of many ‘firsts’, an 
outlier, and its peculiarities are what make it significant for both scholars 
and policy makers. In political and legal terms, it was the first international 
intervention inspired by the doctrine behind the Responsibility to Protect 
(R2P). The campaign in Libya was also the first serious Western interven-
tion in the wake of the large- scale quagmires in Afghanistan and Iraq – 
with the subsequent ‘Iraq syndrome’ hampering the appetite for 
international interventions. In military strategic and operational terms, 
the intervention nevertheless signified a vastly different approach to stabi-
lization and regime change than those applied in Afghanistan and Iraq – a 
limited aerial campaign that arguably achieved impressive results within a 
relatively short time. The limited campaign not only protected civilians, 
which according to UNSCR 1973 constituted the primary task, but also 
toppled Gaddafi’s regime after 40 years of tyranny. At the tactical and stra-
tegic levels, the operation saw a successful symbiosis of air assets, Special 
Forces, and indigenous fighters. In short, there are several features of the 
Libyan intervention that make it important, and not just ‘politically conse-
quential’, despite its relatively small size and low cost.
 This volume has produced an impressive range of questions, observa-
tions and findings that support the notion that the military campaign in 
Libya is worthy of serious study and further discussion. Trying to 
summarize the rich analyses of the chapters in this concluding discussion 
would not only risk unnecessary repetition, but would surely fail to do 
them justice. The purpose of this chapter is therefore to draw out a 
number of important questions and findings from the chapters in order to 
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discuss broader lessons and consequences of the intervention. What does 
OUP tell us about the future of NATO? Is air power the strategic silver 
bullet that will allow policy makers to respond to complex emergencies on 
the cheap? To what extent can and should we use OUP as a blueprint for 
future military interventions in civil wars or in support of civilian protec-
tion? Are there any likely long- term legal or normative consequences in 
the wake of the operation?

Libya and the future of NATO

The intervention in Libya provides an opportunity to assess NATO’s effec-
tiveness and limitations in pursuit of broader peace and security, as well as 
the future of what primarily used to be a collective defence organization. 
Since the 1999 Washington Summit, the members of the Alliance have 
sought to create a ‘new’ NATO, capable of operating beyond the Euro-
pean theatre to combat emerging threats such as terrorism and the prolif-
eration of weapons of mass destruction. The new vision was presented in 
the 2010 Strategic Concept, which declares that the Alliance must effect-
ively fulfil three core tasks: collective defence, crisis management and 
cooperative security. Most importantly in relation to OUP and similar con-
flicts, NATO would, according to the Concept,

actively employ an appropriate mix of those political and military tools 
to help manage developing crises that have the potential to affect Alli-
ance security, before they escalate into conflicts; to stop on- going con-
flicts where they affect Alliance security; and to help consolidate 
stability in post- conflict situations where that contributes to Euro- 
Atlantic security.2 

The Concept also highlighted the importance of enhancing international 
security through partnership with relevant countries and other inter-
national organizations – a more inclusive and multilateral approach 
beyond the boundaries of the organization itself.3

 As NATO took over command in Libya, it was still heavily engaged in its 
first ‘out- of-area’ mission beyond Europe – in Afghanistan. The Alliance 
had in fact been in command of the International Security Assistance Force 
(ISAF ) for almost a decade – tackling the challenging tasks involved in sta-
bilizing and reconstructing Afghanistan. Thus, to make sense of NATO’s 
intervention in Libya, it also needs to be placed within the broader context 
of ISAF in Afghanistan and the legacy of that commitment.
 Arguably, the most frequently discussed contextual factor in Libya has 
been that of the ‘Iraq syndrome’ – the idea that the large- scale and unsuc-
cessful interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan subsequently reduced both 
public and political interest in international expeditions for the sake of 
peace and stability. Within that context, the willingness to intervene in 
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Libya is surprising. Kjell Engelbrekt’s contribution to this volume (Chapter 
2) convincingly describes the national interests and political processes 
involved that led to the relative speed and resolve of the intervention as a 
set of circumstances that seemingly offset the Iraq syndrome, which of 
course mostly befell the United States. John Mueller, who first coined the 
term in a 2005 Foreign Affairs article, notably argued that the Iraq syn-
drome would eventually make America more sceptical of unilateral 
military action, especially in places that presented no direct threat to it, 
but was less inclined to dismiss Europeans and other well- meaning foreign-
ers as cowardly or unhelpful: ‘The United States may also become more 
inclined to seek international co- operation, sometimes even showing signs 
of humility.’4 The multilateral American approach, including the readi-
ness to pave the way for and undergird the efforts of the European Allies 
rather than vice versa, seems to corroborate this prediction.
 Whether the supporting though decisive role of US forces in Libya was 
a symptom of the Iraq syndrome or a cost-saving approach to a conflict 
where no serious American interests were involved is, of course, debatable. 
But regardless of which comes closer to the truth, an important Libyan 
lesson for NATO and its member states is that the United States has now 
demonstrated that it actually can choose to place more of the operational 
burdens on its European allies and relinquish a leading military role. 
Given the limited capabilities of the European armed forces, the defence 
cuts on both sides of the Atlantic and the US ‘rebalancing’ toward Asia, 
this may have serious consequences for NATO’s future capability to fulfil 
its ambitious aims in terms of broader peace and security. Where US 
national interests are not directly involved, the European allies could in 
the future either be on their own, or be offered very limited direct assist-
ance in order to fulfil military objectives.
 Some of the biggest challenges of coalition operations concern how 
allies and partners agree on mutual aims and approaches to operations, as 
well as how they coordinate a multitude of actors and activities via an 
appropriate (preferably single) chain of command. In its command of the 
complex operations in Afghanistan, for the most part NATO has proved 
itself capable of mastering such challenges. Also in the Libyan case the 
Alliance and the larger international community struggled to arrive at a 
political consensus, and therefore never managed to agree on the strategic 
aims of operations.
 The experience of the ISAF mission in Afghanistan is important, though 
in several respects troublesome, when it comes to reaching unity of stra-
tegic aims and a coherent command structure. In effect, three separate 
operations were conducted at the same time with essentially different mis-
sions: the American- led counterterrorism effort to hunt down any remain-
ing al- Qaeda and Taliban fighters; the NATO- led ISAF operation with a 
mandate to provide security and to enable a third mission – UNAMA; the 
latter was led by the UN and entirely devoted to political and economic 
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development. Furthermore, the core of the mission changed over time. 
Starting out as a counter- terror strike against the perpetrators of the 11 
September 2001 attacks, the campaign morphed into a state- building 
effort intended to prevent al- Qaeda’s return and to build a democratic 
Afghanistan in the calm years after the fall of the Taliban regime. The 
campaign then evolved into a counterinsurgency campaign as the security 
situation deteriorated from 2004 onward and as the Taliban regained its 
strength. Finally, as the coalition started focusing on managing the ‘trans-
ition’ and withdrawal from Afghanistan, a full circle was completed in that 
the more ambitious aims of state- building and counterinsurgency were 
replaced by a narrow counterterrorism framework.5

 The failure in reaching political consensus at the initial stage was 
repeated in Libya. In the case of OUP, as Jeffrey Michaels shows in this 
volume (Chapter 1), the political problems were exacerbated by the fact that 
key allies did not even support a military intervention in Libya (Germany), 
originally opposed the idea of a NATO framework for operations (France) 
or raised objections to the notion of targeting ground forces (Turkey). 
Moreover, many allies failed to contribute to the operation or did so with 
small numerical commitments and highly limiting national caveats regarding 
roles and operational areas – making them largely ineffectual. Among the 
contributing nations of the NATO- led coalition, the aims of operations were 
also very different – with some seeking regime change while others saw the 
protection of civilians as the only legitimate aim.
 In order to overcome the challenges of managing a coalition of Allies 
and partners with differing aims and agendas, NATO displayed a surpris-
ing amount of flexibility and pragmatic ingenuity in the case of Libya 
(and, some would say, disingenuousness, as will be discussed below). First, 
the Alliance has clearly learned some command lessons over the past 
decade and so could avoid the need for constant consensus within the Alli-
ance by holding the vast majority of Brussels meetings in OUP- format – 
meaning that troop contributions rather than Alliance membership 
determined access. To maximize the utility of each of the OUP partners, 
all information (open and classified) was also shared from the very begin-
ning – in stark contrast with the operations in Kosovo and Afghanistan.6 A 
number of more or less formal groups and ‘coalitions’ were thereby 
formed within the Alliance, and the politically cumbersome North Atlan-
tic Council (NAC) often became the secondary framework where opera-
tional decisions were made. Instead, the most important forum was the 
‘group of eight’, which included the countries that conducted strike mis-
sions in Libya. Other forums during OUP were the ‘inner- circle’ (UK, US 
and France), as well as the traditional ‘two [pairs of] eyes’ and ‘five [pairs 
of] eyes’ – the Anglophone communities of either both the UK and US, or 
of the UK, US, Canada, Australia and New Zealand.7

 The traditionally problematic aspect of separate national chains of 
command was utilized in OUP to get around the restrictions of UNSCR 
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1973, which did not allow deployment of ground forces, and to partner with 
the National Transitional Council (NTC) with the purpose of regime 
change. Jeffrey Michaels (Chapter 1) and Marcus Mohlin (Chapter 8) have 
in their respective chapters in this volume described how many of the more 
sensitive operations were conducted at the national level alongside the Alli-
ance operation. Since NATO was not officially providing air support to the 
rebels, it was problematic to be receiving targeting information from them 
directly, and the indirect route through national intelligence chains allowed 
the Alliance to claim ‘plausible deniability’; General Bouchard’s ‘denial’ of 
coordination with the NTC while at the same time acknowledging that 
‘nations have got their own rights to do certain actions that may not neces-
sarily be shared with the Alliance itself ’ is telling in this regard.8

 Another contemporary challenge of NATO that became painfully 
obvious in Afghanistan was the fact that, despite the relatively limited com-
mitments of many Allies, the campaign still put great pressure on the 
financially constrained and ever- dwindling armed forces of the European 
allies. Given the ambitious set of tasks related to a broad view of the 
security threats facing the transatlantic area, as laid out in the Strategic 
Concept from 2010, the operation in Afghanistan illustrated that the Alli-
ance faces a significant gap between ambitions and resources. These short-
comings were equally obvious during the intervention in Libya – partly in 
the form of the limited number of member states which committed 
resources and partly in the limited contributions of those who did, along 
with the challenges to maintenance and logistics that evolved among those 
countries during the course of the operation.
 Michaels (Chapter 1) highlights that a lesson from Libya, as well as 
from Afghanistan and Kosovo, is that non- Allied partnerships matter, not 
only for what they can do as part of the military mission, but also for what 
they can achieve in terms of legitimizing political support for that mission. 
OUP constituted another substantial step towards integrating the partners 
in the actual decision- making procedures, operational planning and 
information sharing. Staff members at the Delegation of Sweden to 
NATO, for instance, confirm that the integration of partnership countries 
exceeded expectations as soon as the operation was underway.9 The fact 
that the vast majority of meetings in Brussels were held in OUP- format and 
that all information (open and classified) was shared amongst the OUP 
partners from the outset underscores this observation.10 To further facil-
itate partner integration, officers from these countries were based at 
SHAPE and at the Joint Forces Command (JFC) in Naples. That being 
said, one may speculate that NATO used access to meetings as leverage to 
persuade partners to step up their respective contributions and soften 
national restrictions.11

 Whether this will be a successful method in future operations remains 
to be seen. We now turn to other potential lessons from Libya that may be 
transferrable to future scenarios.
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Is ‘aerial intervention’ the future silver bullet?

At the heart of this choice between approaches lies the more fundamental 
questions of what determined the outcome of operations in Libya, and 
whether that lesson can be transferred to other scenarios. At the time of 
intervention, the rebels were clearly incapable of defeating Gaddafi’s forces 
without external support. The international campaign was therefore an 
indispensible factor in determining the outcome of operations. The air cam-
paign, in combination with important special operations capabilities pro-
vided by a number of coalition members, tipped the scale in favour of the 
rebels.12 Operating in coordination with the NTC but without ever deploy-
ing regular ground forces, NATO and coalition partners therefore assisted 
in the gradual weakening and defeat of the Libyan government. Most of the 
support came from the sky, with aerial targeting of vital government installa-
tions and forces. The war raged on until 20 October 2011 when, during the 
Battle of Sirte, NTC forces captured Gaddafi and subsequently beat him to 
death. Despite NTC requests that NATO stay on until the end of the year, 
the death of Gaddafi marked the beginning of the end of the latter’s opera-
tion in Libya, which was formally terminated the following week.13

 The intervention was heavily air- centric, as Anders Nygren (Chapter 4) 
details in his comprehensive account, but its success was not a victory by 
airpower acting alone, nor was it intended to be so by the airmen leading 
the operation. In their respective chapters, Christian Wollert (Chapter 5) 
and Marcus Mohlin (Chapter 8) show that coalition naval operations and 
Special Forces also played significant roles in the campaign. Even more 
importantly, while the aim of protecting civilians was achieved by air power 
alone, the defeat of Gaddafi’s regime was ultimately accomplished through 
a combination of air and land forces, supplemented by naval manoeu-
vres.14 In the end, it was the rebel advance towards government- controlled 
areas, and their capture and killing of Muammar Gaddafi, that ended the 
war. Therefore, declaring victory by air power alone would be disrespect-
ful of the contributions of rebel fighters who fought their way from Beng-
hazi, Misrata and the Nafusa Mountains to Tripoli; it further downplays 
the fact that neither party would have been successful without the support 
of the other. Without the rebels on the ground, a coalition victory in Libya 
would have come at a much higher price not only in the forms of treasure 
and ground forces’ blood, but also in the forms of violations of the UN 
mandate and a consequent international political crisis, national political 
investment and post- conflict responsibilities.
 From that vantage point the NATO- led intervention in Libya in 2011 
has somewhat simplistically been portrayed as being in stark contrast to 
the costly and drawn- out campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan. As an 
example, air power expert Christina Goulter briefly acknowledges the 
contribution of indigenous fighters but finds OPU to be a vindication, 
above all, of air power:
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Operation UNIFIED PROTECTOR was a very clear demonstration of 
the flexibility and effectiveness of air power as a tool of domestic and 
international policy. After nearly a decade of counter- insurgency cam-
paigns in Iraq and Afghanistan, it provided a useful corrective to those 
who have argued that counter- insurgency warfare will be the norm for 
the foreseeable future. . . . OUP proved that an air campaign, focused 
and driven by ISR [intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance], can win 
a war when combined effectively with irregular ground forces.15

In this sense the Libya campaign largely built on, and validated, the so- 
called ‘Afghan model’, tried and tested during the combat phase of 
Operation Enduring Freedom and perceived as a particularly effective 
means of applying Western military might.16 Then as now, the model saw 
Western powers ply their advanced combat capabilities – precision- guided 
munitions in particular – in support of a local ground force reinforced by 
a small number of special operations forces to ensure proper coordin-
ation. The prototype for the approach was first tested in the Balkan cam-
paigns of the 1990s, in which NATO conducted precision- guided 
bombings from a virtually risk- free altitude and let local allies (the Croat 
forces in Bosnia and the Kosovo Liberation Army in Kosovo) conduct 
ground operations. When refined in Afghanistan with the addition of 
special operations forces acting as a bridge between land and air, this 
approach was embraced as a possible way of circumventing the typical pit-
falls of ‘unconventional’ or irregular wars.17

 The basic concept employed in Libya was that of the Afghan model of 
warfare, using indigenous allies to replace Western conventional ground 
troops and exploiting US and coalition airpower and small numbers of 
special operations forces. Stephen Biddle notes that there are some who 
argue that this model is widely applicable and that it thereby would enable 
major restructuring of the US military and considerable freedom for 
American military intervention.18 However, Biddle himself provides a 
more thorough analysis of the experience in Afghanistan and Iraq and 
finds the model’s applicability to be rather limited. Where the indigenous 
allies ‘have had skills and motivation comparable to their enemies’, the 
Afghan model has proven lethal even without the support of Western con-
ventional ground forces. But where the local allies have lacked these skills, 
they have also proven unable to exploit the potential of American air-
power.19 Biddle’s conclusion is that the Afghan model can be a powerful 
tool, but that it requires a number of important preconditions before it 
can be successfully employed.20

 Robert Farley similarly finds that the military victory that the Afghan 
model envisions is limited, and that larger questions revolve around the 
post- conflict political settlement and peace- building processes in Libya 
after the international withdrawal.21 While the initial assessment of the 
campaign in Libya is one of unambiguous success, it is certainly too early 
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to arrive at a final verdict regarding the long- term outcomes of the opera-
tion. It is worth noting that the campaign in Afghanistan is hardly remem-
bered today for the ‘Afghan model’ used in 2001, since it was superseded 
by a violent insurgency. In that light one could deduce that the ‘Afghan 
model’ represents no real improvement on previous approaches in that it, 
too, neglects the ability to manage post- conflict environments – the recon-
ciliation processes and the political settlements, as well as the economic 
reconstruction and development processes that are necessary for long- 
term peace and stability.
 That being said, the Libyan campaign presents some remarkable 
advantages in comparison to the manner of intervention seen in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. First, the operation did achieve the intended aims within a 
few months and kept the costs to a fragment of those accrued in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Second, as Anders Nygren reminds us (Chapter 4), in the 
NATO- led air campaign over Libya, like that over Kosovo in 1999, coali-
tion and civilian casualties were kept very low. Indeed, NATO was able to 
intervene in Libya without incurring a single fatality of its own. Third, 
while some ambiguity surrounded the coalition’s actual aims in Libya, the 
results of the intervention appear far more promising than those likely to 
be seen in Afghanistan when the last troops eventually withdraw. Finally, 
for some key participants – not least the UK and France – the operation 
strengthened the perception of these countries being capable of playing a 
key role in diplomacy and making a substantial military contribution to 
international peace and security.22

 Still, while the merits of this mode of intervention are extolled, it 
remains important to carefully appreciate the preconditions that rendered 
it effective (or even applicable). Indeed, the campaign in Libya was in 
many ways exceptional, a sui generis case, which undermines its status as a 
precedent for future wars. First, Muammar Gaddafi’s crude threats against 
his own citizens, in combination with the backdrop of the recent demo-
cratic revolutions in Northern Africa, provided the campaign with unpre-
cedented international political support, as well as a sense of urgency to 
‘do something’ (see Introduction and Chapters 1 and 7 by Engelbrekt and 
Wagnsson, Michaels, and Jensen, respectively). Second, NATO was aided 
by the simple fact that the war was largely fought in the desert, which 
made targeting from the air relatively easy and effective (see Chapters 3 
and 4 by Holst and Fink, and Nygren, respectively). Third, there was clear 
opposition to Gaddafi in the NTC and the rebel troops that served as its 
proxy force on the ground (see Chapter 8 by Mohlin). Fourth, Libya’s 
geographic location, at Europe’s backdoor, not only meant a greater sense 
of urgency but also made the conduct of operations much easier in terms 
of basing and logistics (see Introduction and Chapter 5 by Engelbrekt and 
Wagnsson, and Wollert, respectively). In fact, for the first time since the 
Second World War, Britain was able to launch a bombing strike directly 
from the British mainland. Fifth, another important precondition for 
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success in Libya was the sudden collapse of the Libyan army not only as 
the result of the war itself, but also of the North African political culture of 
patrimonialism, militarism and Islamism (see Chapter 6 by Sörenson and 
Damidez). This culture created dynamics within the regime leadership 
and the Libyan Armed Forces that made them poorly prepared to with-
stand the uprising and, more obviously, the international intervention.
 Furthermore, while the designated enemy in Libya adapted too late, 
there were signs even here that ‘the enemy has a vote’ in choosing how 
the war will be fought – not least by reacting to and exploiting the stra-
tegic and tactical preferences of coalition forces. In particular, the 
obvious response to stand- off weapons – seen also in the Balkans and 
Afghanistan – is concealment. In the early phases of the war in Libya, 
government forces were operating and moving in large uniformed units 
across the desert. Following the initial air attacks, however, this beha-
viour promptly changed: as Brigadier Ben Barry has explained, Gadd-
afi’s forces ‘dispersed heavy weapons in populated areas and made 
extensive use of armed 4x4 vehicles, similar to those used by the rebels’, 
something that ‘greatly complicated NATO’s ability to identify and 
attack them’.23 While concealment was not as successful in Libya as it 
had been in Kosovo more than a decade earlier, there are good reasons 
to anticipate more wily adaptation on the part of future adversaries. This 
may also limit the effectiveness of Western air power as the main route 
for winning wars.
 There are clearly cases in which air power can have a tremendous stra-
tegic effect on its own or in conjunction with special operations forces on 
the ground. Still, it is important to not lose sight of the many specific 
enabling conditions present in Libya that made this model work. Proper 
analysis of these conditions should also give pause to any hasty conclusions 
regarding how future wars will and will not be fought. In fact, the con-
ditions that made the emphasis on air power possible and successful in 
Libya are unlikely to present themselves very often in other contexts.24

Legitimacy, accountability, and control of future 
interventions

While the international community responded with remarkable speed to 
the emergency in Libya, serious concerns can be raised about the ambi-
tions of the intervening coalition to topple Gaddafi’s regime rather than 
to simply protect civilians, as well as about the manner in which this was 
achieved. A formidable international constituency with Russia and China 
at the forefront advocates less permissive interpretations of the principles 
of state sovereignty and non- intervention in general, and specifically when 
it comes to implementing a Security Council mandate to use force. For 
these actors, Resolution 1973 allowed the coalition to establish and main-
tain a no- fly zone, enforce the arms embargo and use ‘all necessary 
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measures’ short of foreign occupation to protect civilians only in conjunc-
tion with the specified constraints, which were thought to delimit the 
infringement of Libya’s rights as a sovereign state. However, in the view of 
this constituency the intervening coalition violated that understanding in 
at least two significant ways.
 First, despite the seemingly impartial commitment to protect civilians, 
as outlined in UNSCR 1973, the intervening coalition eventually took sides 
by actively seeking regime change by coordinating with and supporting 
the NTC rebel forces, and by aiming to decapitate the Gaddafi regime. 
The idea of protecting civilians by targeting the command and control 
centres from which military orders to target civilians emanate is obviously 
a departure from the mandate provided by the UN – especially given the 
broad interpretation of what a command and control centre actually is. 
The view expressed by General Sir David Richards on this issue shows the 
extent to which the coalition was prepared to stretch the rules to fit opera-
tional (and political) needs instead of strictly implementing the outcome 
of Security Council deliberations: ‘We are not targeting Gaddafi directly, 
but if it happened that he was in a command and control centre that was 
hit by NATO and he was killed, then that is within the rules.’25

 A second example of an expansive interpretation of Resolution 1973 
was the use of Special Forces in separate national chains of command, as 
well as the use of ‘unofficial partners’ on the ground, to get around these 
limitations of impartiality and non- use of ground forces. The idea that the 
resolution’s restrictions still meant that ‘ground forces can be used as long 
as they do not exercise effective control over the territory’, as argued in 
the memo of the International Affairs and Defence Section of the British 
House of Commons,26 would seem to constitute a rather creative and legal-
istic notion.
 To be sure, the nature and content of international and humanitarian 
law and UNSC Resolutions are often subjected to questionable or appar-
ently disingenuous interpretations that promote national agendas. The 
American and British debates regarding the legality of the intervention in 
Iraq 2003 is an obvious case in point. Indeed, the malleability of inter-
national law, and the difficultly of enforcing it without coercion or direct 
military action, generates a sizeable ‘damned if you do, damned if you 
don’t’ dilemma. Relevant is not exclusively whether the intervention was 
perceived as legal by government and international legal scholars, but 
whether it was understood as legitimate in the broader international com-
munity and public opinion. As we now know, the intervention in Libya 
had fairly strong international popular support, and the relative success 
of the campaign reinforced the view that it was indeed legitimate.27 As 
indicated by Rikke Bjerg Jensen (Chapter 7), part of this success is 
presumably due to the effective strategic communication devised by 
NATO and countries such as Britain in making it an integral part of 
military operations.
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Does OUP provide a milestone in the normative 
development of a Responsibility to Protect?

In this volume Fredrik Holst and Martin Fink (Chapter 3) provide a well- 
informed account of the legal and normative frameworks that shaped the 
intervention in Libya. A core part of their analysis deals with the challenges 
involved in implementing the UN mandate to protect civilians and the norm-
ative concept of Responsibility to Protect (R2P). Elsewhere, Alex Bellamy has 
argued that since the 2005 UN World Summit R2P has shifted from a mere 
‘concept’ to a ‘principle’ in international politics. Treating R2P as a principle 
implies that it is being elevated to the level of a ‘shared understanding and 
that there is enough consensus to allow it to function as a foundation for 
action’.28 Recognizing it as a principle in international politics does not, 
however, mean that R2P is not contested, and commentators point to the 
fact that it has only been implemented once – in Libya. On one side in this 
debate a number of Western states have been promoting the R2P agenda in 
order to improve the international community’s ability to prevent and react 
to the all- too-common cases of genocide and other mass atrocities. The 
opposing constituency is made up of a mixture of developing countries and 
nascent, expanding and rebounding great powers such as Brazil, China and 
Russia that view R2P as a problematic framework that may enable Western 
intervention in the internal affairs of sovereign states.
 The fact that the language of R2P was invoked in the discussions 
leading up to Security Council Resolution 1973, and that the resolution 
entailed a mandate to protect civilians ‘with all necessary measures short 
of ground invasion’, is potentially a milestone in the history of R2P. Is the 
Libyan intervention therefore a sign that R2P is indeed being recognized 
as a principle, backed up by a consensus that would allow it to function as 
a foundation for action? Was this the beginning of a new era in which state 
sovereignty is circumscribed by the obligations inherent to R2P? Even 
though we should acknowledge that humanitarian concerns were the 
primary driver of the 2011 Libya intervention, such a conclusion would 
seem premature, for the following reasons:
 First, the Libyan uprising, civil war, and subsequent international inter-
vention took place at the very edges of Europe, in an oil- rich country 
known for its previous support of international terrorism. Muammar 
Gaddafi was a notorious human rights violator who had severed or strained 
relations with most countries in the world and, while being in a period of 
détente with the West, was always going to be seen as a serious liability for 
international peace and stability. There were, in other words, plenty of 
countries with interests in seeing Gaddafi removed. Therefore, as Engel-
brekt (Chapter 2) demonstrates, R2P can be seen as a justification rather 
than a motive for intervention. To make that argument we nevertheless 
have to highlight the national interests at stake beyond the obvious issue 
of energy resources, which is where humanitarian norms and national 
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interests begin to overlap. The international community – not least the 
European governments – were subjected to immense pressure from their 
own populations to intervene for humanitarian purposes.
 Second, the conduct of operations in Libya indicates that regime 
change rather than protection of civilians was, or successively became, the 
main concern of key coalition members. Libyan army units were targeted 
to an extent beyond the need for ‘mere’ civilian protection, as were 
leadership headquarters of the regime. Holst and Fink (Chapter 3) note 
that while civilian protection and activities beyond protection – such as 
regime change – may theoretically be seen as very distinct and clearly 
separ ated activities, in practical terms they are not. Although the UN 
mandate hardly meant to include regime change in its support of civilian 
protection, it was possible for coalition members to argue that toppling 
the morally corrupt Gaddafi regime was indeed necessary to protect civil-
ians, as were the wider ‘decapitation efforts’ and the targeting of 
command and control centres. Reaffirming the one- sidedness of the inter-
vention, NATO did not act against rebel units when they posed threats to 
civilians in government- controlled areas, even (after the regime change) 
when reports of human rights violation by the NTC started to appear.
 Third, one of the main benefits of the R2P framework is that it avoids ‘all 
or nothing choices’ – between sending in the Marines and doing nothing. 
R2P rests on three legs: (1) the responsibility of the state to protect its own 
citizens from genocide, war crimes and other atrocities; (2) the commitment 
of the international community to assist states in meeting these obligations; 
and (3) the responsibility of UN Member States to respond in a timely and 
decisive manner using chapters VI and VII in the UN Charter as appropri-
ate, when a state is manifestly failing to provide such protection.29 R2P also 
embraces a broader range of tools than traditional humanitarian interven-
tion, namely prevention, reaction and rebuilding. However, none of those 
broader R2P frameworks or tools were used in Libya, reaffirming the impres-
sion that protection of civilians was not the overwhelmingly important 
objective (at least a few months into the operation).
 Fourth, the spread of this ‘concept turned principle’ cannot be meas-
ured with reference to isolated interventions. If it is indeed a norm beyond 
the mere justification of national interests, it should at least hypothetically 
apply to analogous challenges elsewhere. Bellamy notes that while R2P 
balances between attempting to limit unilateral action and guiding 
‘genuine’ collective measures, ‘the problem nowadays is not that there are 
too many humanitarian interventions but too few – as Rwanda and Darfur 
attest.’30 The selective use of R2P – both in terms of which conflicts to 
intervene in, and the tools to apply – risks producing an à la carte 
approach to R2P that largely replicates the activities previously conducted 
and criticized under the banner of ‘humanitarian intervention’. Although 
the discretionary use of R2P is inherent to the official documents adopted 
in the UN context (see Engelbrekt in Chapter 2), the perceived 
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arbitrariness of international interventions authorized by the UN Security 
Council could have a crippling effect on the continued diffusion of R2P.

And the rest is hardly silence . . .

Even if it fails to become a ‘model’ in its own right, the intervention in 
Libya is remarkable for a number of reasons. Politically, the international 
community responded with unusual speed to prevent a humanitarian dis-
aster in the Libyan civil war. Militarily, the noteworthy success, in terms of 
shifting the balance in the war and eventually toppling the dictatorial 
regime of Muammar Gaddafi with an operation mainly conducted from 
the air, costing ‘only’ a few billion dollars and leading to no coalition 
deaths or serious injuries, stands in stark contrast to the enormous costs 
and limited successes in Iraq and Afghanistan.
 The campaign is thereby a reminder that intervention does not neces-
sarily have to involve vast military and civilian efforts. In circumstances con-
ducive to such military campaigns, limited interventions can have great 
impact – as also displayed by the British intervention in Sierra Leone’s civil 
war in 1999. In many ways, however, this volume shows that the international 
intervention in Libya was an outlier rather than a useful blueprint for action. 
Libya was politically and operationally a perfect storm that allowed the inter-
national community to intervene with limited investment and reap seem-
ingly large returns. We should at the same time remind ourselves, as pointed 
out by Engelbrekt and Wagnsson (Introduction), that the jury is still out on 
the long- term outcomes and consequences of the intervention in Libya.
 Indeed, that the processes of political reform and economic development 
would constitute long and bumpy roads was almost a given regardless of the 
type of intervention approach employed. On the one hand, Iraq and 
Afghanistan provide a useful illustration of the insight that masses of men 
and money do not necessarily solve the problems of post- conflict reconstruc-
tion. On the other, the rocky political processes seen in Egypt and Tunisia 
remind us of the major challenges involved even after relatively peaceful 
transitions of power. We simply do not have a formula or a silver bullet for 
the socially and historically complex processes of state formation, democrat-
ization and economic liberalization. If Libya does not quickly evolve to a 
stable, liberal democracy, it will hardly be solely the fault of the limited inter-
vention approach chosen by the coalition in the spring of 2011.
 In the face of complex emergencies, overall, a large dose of humility 
would serve the international community well.31 Overreaching by creating 
aims that no set of actors are willing to commit appropriate resources for will 
never be in the interest of the host country either. In that sense the interven-
tion in Libya is a useful blueprint for future international engagement in 
terms of its pragmatic stance; a rapid, albeit limited, response aimed at avoid-
ing the worst possible outcome of a crisis in the end achieved more than 
what was envisioned. Legally and morally, though, that pragmatism also 
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renders the Libya intervention problematic. The legitimacy of the operation 
was partly undermined because of the coalition’s seemingly disingenuous 
interpretations of UNSCR 1973, in that they supported the rebels in toppling 
Gaddafi, targeted the regime leadership, and even committed small numbers 
of special forces on the ground, the latter being specifically precluded in the 
resolution. In addition, the perceived legitimacy of humanitarian interven-
tions, as well as the principle of R2P, rest not only on just causes of interven-
tion, but also on the conduct of operations and the long- term responsibility 
towards the host country. In that sense, the intervention in Libya may have 
negative consequences for the possibility of convincing sceptics of R2P to 
support future resolutions with a civilian protection mandate.
 Clearly, the chapters in this volume have all provided important ele-
ments of a more comprehensive understanding of the intervention in 
Libya. Equally important, this volume has raised important questions 
about the future of military interventions, the nature and future of NATO, 
legal and political trends in the international system as well as tactical best 
practices in the pursuit of peace and security. Indeed, the quality of 
research should not only be measured in terms of the number of answers 
provided, but also in relation to the number of new questions raised and 
areas for research highlighted. By any measure, this volume is a significant 
contribution to the study of contemporary interventions generally and a 
milestone in understanding the NATO- led intervention in Libya in par-
ticular. The quest for improved knowledge and understanding will cer-
tainly continue, since, judging by the civil war in Syria, the shocking levels 
of violence in the eastern parts of DRC, the failing states of the Sahel and 
the Horn of Africa as well as the instability of the Middle East and Central 
Asia, we are hardly close to a peaceful ‘end of history’ or to the last military 
campaign with the purpose of averting an even greater human tragedy.
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