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Relations between the
United States and Libya have
experienced a staggering
improvement since the close of

the 1990s. The normalization that has taken
place in a relationship characterized by
three decades of mutual hatred is the result
of a multitude of factors: secret diplomatic
discussions, effects of the U.S. and UN
sanctions on Libya, Libya’s isolation, fears
of retaliation from the United States,
internal discontent with the regime’s
policies, the rise of radical Islamism,
lobbying in the U.S. Congress from Ameri-
can  oil companies, the decision to defini-
tively resolve the Lockerbie affair, and
Libya’s decision to forsake terrorism and
–– as of 2003 –– to abandon weapons of
mass destruction (WMD) programs. The
objective of this paper is to provide an
analysis of these factors.

HISTORY OF U.S.-LIBYAN
RELATIONS1

From 1954 to 1971, the United States
enjoyed a lucrative presence in Libya
through Wheelus Air Force Base, a vital
link in Strategic Air Command (SAC) war
plans for use as a bomber, tanker-refueling

and recon-fighter base. In return for the
use of the airfield, impoverished Libyans
received an average of $2 million per year
beyond other assistance the United States
was already providing. From 1959, the date
when Libya became an oil producer, until
1986, U.S. oil companies such as ESSO
made considerable profits.  The country’s
new wealth did not benefit Libyans at
large, however, for the Libyan government
led by King Idris I was not only authoritar-
ian but also corrupt. On September 1, 1969,
Colonel Muammar Qadhafi led the blood-
less coup by a group of nationalist officers
that ousted the frail 79-year-old king.  The
change of regime was of little concern to
the United States because of Qadhafi’s
aversion to international communism,
especially “Soviet imperialism.” The first
few years of Qadhafi’s control of power
gave every reason for Americans to be
optimistic about the future of US-Libyan
relations. However, as Qadhafi’s son, Saif
Aleslam Qadhafi, pointed out in 2003,
“Trouble began.…when the new govern-
ment under the direction of Colonel
Qadhafi, seeking to assert national inde-
pendence, expelled American military
bases from our territory.”2  The truth,

Zoubir.p65 5/12/2006, 7:12 PM48



49

ZOUBIR: THE UNITED STATES AND LIBYA

however, is that the loss of the Wheelus
base in September 1970 (renamed Ukba
ben Nafi Air Base) was insignificant, given
that the development of nuclear missiles
had made bomber bases less critical. The
United States was much more interested in
Libya’s oil and the lucrative revenues it
brought U.S. companies than in bases that
were becoming largely obsolete. However,
the optimism that U.S. officials displayed
toward the Libyan regime soon faded. For
the next three decades relations went from
bad to worse.  Qadhafi’s Libya remained
America’s bête noire until 1990, when Iraq
became the new focus of U.S. policy in the
Middle East.

Although many U.S. officials would
dispute this analysis, the origin of the
hostile relations between the two countries
had less to do with alleged Libyan support
for terrorism than with other more funda-
mental disagreements concerning Libya’s
control of its natural resources, such as
Qadhafi’s decision in the 1970s to partially
nationalize the country’s oil wealth. Even
though U.S. oil companies eventually
resolved their differences with Libya,
hostility between the two governments
persisted until they normalized relations in
2004-05. The other sources of disagree-
ment related to international political issues,
ranging from Libya’s support for Palestin-
ian resistance groups to its close political
and military relationship with the former
Soviet Union.  American policy makers
viewed Libya as a “Soviet satellite”3  and
Qadhafi as a Soviet puppet, depictions
which, at the peak of the Cold War, made
any country an enemy of the United States
with all the consequences that resulted
from such standing. Ideological differences
were such that the Libyan leader almost
always automatically supported govern-

ments and movements of national liberation
that were on Washington’s black list, while
the United States did all it could to under-
mine the Libyan regime.

Hostile relations between Libya and
the United States reached their pinnacle in
the 1980s during the Reagan administra-
tion. Not only did the United States seek
the overthrow of Qadhafi; it had also
orchestrated attempts on his life.4   Reagan
characterized Libya as an outlaw state,5  a
precursor concept of the rogue-state
doctrine carried out under the Clinton
administration.

While the 1980s were marked by an
extreme hostility that resulted in direct
attacks by the United States — the bomb-
ing of Tripoli and Benghazi being the prime
example — the Lockerbie affair and issues
of terrorism dominated U.S. policy toward
Libya. The Lockerbie bombing on Decem-
ber 21, 1988, was seen as Libyan retalia-
tion for U.S. air strikes on Libya in April
1986. A year later, on September 19, 1989,
the explosion of a French UTA airplane
over Niger was also blamed on Libya by
both the French and the British, who had
conducted separate investigations. The
UTA case was clearly the work of Libyan
agents. However, although the three-year
investigation of the Lockerbie attack
pointed the finger at the Libyans, the case
remained more controversial even after the
conviction of two Libyans by a Scottish
court in 1999. Apparently, there exist
documents that demonstrate the involve-
ment in the bombing of the People’s Front
for the Liberation of Palestine-General
Command, led by Ahmed Jibril.6

The UTA and Lockerbie affairs
abruptly ended a process of liberalization
(infatah), mostly at the economic level,
that the Libyan regime had undertaken in
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the late 1980s in response to popular
grievances, mismanagement of the
economy, and the failure of adventures
abroad, as well as annoyance from the
immediate neighbors. However small those
reforms (islahat) launched in 1987, they
nonetheless indicated that the regime
wished to change enough to preserve the
political system and maintain the welfare
state that benefited most Libyans.7  How-
ever, the emergence of armed Islamist
groups in 1989, coupled with the UN- and
U.S.-imposed sanctions in 1992, compelled
Qadhafi to put an end to liberal reforms.
Libyan refusal to hand over the suspects,
while resting on valid legal grounds,
stemmed also from fears that the suspects
would put the blame for the bombing on
Qadhafi himself. Furthermore, the Libyans
were convinced that the real U.S. target
was the Libyan regime; they were per-
suaded that the United States sought no
less than the overthrow of Qadhafi and his
replacement by the CIA-trained
opposition.8

On April 5, 1999, Libya surrendered
Abdel Basset Ali al-Meghrahi and Lamen
Khalifa Fhimah to the United Nations to
face trial in the Netherlands. Apparently,
Britain assured Qadhafi that the evidence
was only against Al-Meghrahi and Fhimah
and not against senior members of the
Libyan government. Kofi Annan an-
nounced that UN sanctions against Libya
would be suspended and could be lifted
after 90 days, as provided in UNSC
Resolution 1192 (1998).9  The suspension
of UN sanctions, however, did not imply
that unilateral U.S. sanctions would also be
suspended, let alone lifted. On the contrary,
these would remain in force, according to
James Rubin, because the United States
wanted “additional concerns alleviated.”10

Why did Libya agree to hand over the
accused at that particular moment? The
many-sided answers to this question have
relevance to all the subsequent decisions
that Libya has made since the 1990s to
normalize relations with the Western world,
in general, and the United States, in
particular. The deteriorating economic
conditions were obviously an important
factor. But there is no doubt that the U.S.
and British decision to allow the trial to be
held in a neutral country was the major
factor that set in motion the extradition of
the two Libyans. Of course, Qadhafi also
hoped that the handing over of the suspects
would result in the definitive lifting of
sanctions and an end to Libya’s isolation.

GENESIS OF NORMALIZATION
Undoubtedly, the United States agreed

to hold the trial in the Netherlands because
support for U.S. policy toward Libya had
eroded. In fact, the imposition of sanctions
upon various countries, coupled with
attempts to apply rules of extraterritoriality
to foreign companies doing business with
so-called rogue states, faced strong
resistance abroad and was failing miser-
ably. Under pressure from major business
groups and anti-sanctions trade associa-
tions, members of Congress such as
Senator Richard Lugar (R-IN), and
Representatives Lee Hamilton (D-IN) and
Philip M. Crane (R-IL) worked on a
proposed law. It would not do away with
sanctions as a tool of foreign policy but
would ensure that their adverse effects on
the U.S. economy would be limited. For its
part, the Executive Branch created a
“sanctions team” to scrutinize the rationale,
extent, cost and efficacy of sanctions
already in place and seek to work out
standards for the future.11  In the dispute

Zoubir.p65 5/12/2006, 7:12 PM50



51

ZOUBIR: THE UNITED STATES AND LIBYA

over sanctions, Europeans won the fight;
the United States gave waivers that would
keep sanctions from being forced upon
European companies doing business with
Cuba, Iran and Libya. In exchange, the EU
agreed to some restrictions.12  Clearly,
international support for sanctions was
crumbling; there were complaints from
abroad and from Clinton himself that the
United States had become “sanctions
happy.” British Prime Minister Tony Blair
urged Clinton in spring 1998 to ease up on
international sanctions. Progressively, U.S.
officials had become aware that Clinton’s
attempts to instigate an oil embargo on
Libya would not elicit any support at the
United Nations. Furthermore, the United
States ran the risk of losing international
support on sanctions against Libya at the
UN Security Council.  This would certainly
have weakened the usefulness of interna-
tional sanctions, in general. Undoubtedly,
this development is what enticed the U.S.
administration, under nudging from Egypt,
South Africa and Saudi Arabia, to consider
the Libyan proposal of having the
Lockerbie trial in a third country.13

Libya expected that, once it had turned
over the accused, there would be some
softening of U.S. policy. A tripartite
meeting between the U.S., Libyan and
British representatives to the United
Nations under the auspices of Kofi Annan
took place on June 11, 1999. This meeting,
initiated by the United States,14  marked its
first official direct diplomatic contacts with
Libya in 18 years –– since diplomatic
relations were severed in 1981 under the
Reagan administration. The objective of
the meeting was to clarify “the positions of
their Governments regarding the require-
ments of the aforementioned Security
Council resolutions for the lifting of mea-

sures imposed by the Council on the
Libyan Arab Jamahiriya.” 15  In view of the
fact that Libya, according to Annan, had
declared that it “definitively renounces all
forms of international terrorism of what-
ever origin,” observers anticipated that the
United States would perhaps agree to a
lifting of sanctions. U.S. officials admitted
publicly that Libya had actually withdrawn
from the terrorism business. They ac-
knowledged, along with their Israeli
counterparts, that Libya had expelled the
notorious Abu Nidal organization and
distanced itself from other “Palestinian
extremist organizations opposed to the
Middle East peace process.”16

It became obvious, however, that the
United States had no intention of allowing
UN sanctions to be lifted. Officials insisted
that Libya had to fulfill other conditions:
cooperate with the investigation and trial;
pay appropriate compensation to relatives
of the victims in the Lockerbie bombing;
end and renounce all forms of terrorism;
and acknowledge responsibility for the
actions of Libyan officials. Obviously, from
a Libyan perspective, it was unreasonable
to impose such demands before a verdict
had been rendered on the two accused.17

Regardless of the position of the other
members of the Security Council, U.S.
officials were steadfast on policy toward
Libya. Assistant Secretary of State Martin
Indyk declared, “We are aware…that
many Security Council members are
anxious to close the chapter of Libya
sanctions and might be prepared to accept
Libyan assurances instead of actions. We
are not.… [We] are prepared.…to veto a
resolution lifting sanctions if it is presented
before we are satisfied with Libyan
actions.”18  Furthermore, the American
government made it clear that unilateral
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U.S. sanctions against Libya would con-
tinue. The only exception to the sanctions
was commercial sales of food, medicines
and medical equipment, which the adminis-
tration introduced in May 1999 as a result
of the sanctions reforms.19  In fact, U.S.
officials made it plain that the exception to
the sanctions –– which had a positive
effect on Iran, Sudan and Libya –– was
“not meant as a reward to Libya. It had its
own track and its own dynamic. It wasn’t
either speeded up or slowed down because
of that.”20  Libyan fears that the United
States would not lift either the UN or the
U.S. sanctions were well founded. Indeed,
the United States resisted attempts to allow
the lifting of UN sanctions.  Disregarding
the improved relations between Libya and
the EU, including the United Kingdom,
which in July 1999 reestablished diplomatic
relations that had been broken since
1984,21  the United States threatened to
impose its veto in the Security Council.22

In his testimony to Congress, Deputy
Assistant Secretary of State Ronald E.
Neumann recognized that, unlike the
United States,

Much of the world has been quick to
welcome Libya back into the commu-
nity of nations. On the political front, a
number of nations have re-established
diplomatic relations, and Libya has
become much more active in regional
organizations. On the economic front,
immediately following the suspension
of UN sanctions proscribing direct air
travel to and from Libya, foreign
airlines opened direct routes to Tripoli.
Foreign firms also welcomed Libya’s
indications of interest in large infra-
structure projects, including in the
petroleum sector and aircraft pur-
chases.23

Neumann reiterated the four conditions
that Indyk had stated a month earlier.
Undoubtedly, the U.S. decision to maintain
the sanctions infuriated the business
community, as Great Britain, France, Italy,
Germany and other Europeans benefited
from the situation. Even with Helms-
Burton and the Iran and Libya Sanctions
Act (ILSA), the United States could not
stop Europeans from investing in countries
targeted by those laws, e.g., France’s
Total, Russia’s Gazprom and Malaysia’s
Petronas, which had a $3 billion investment
in Iran.24   Albeit reluctantly, the United
States provided a waiver to both laws25  so
that the deal could go forward without
creating a major conflict with France, in
particular, and with the EU, in general.

In autumn 1999, a policy shift toward
Libya seemed to have occurred. The
clearest signal came through Ronald
Neumann, who, in a speech at the Middle
East Institute, gave a more positive assess-
ment of Libya.26  Although he reiterated the
various U.S. demands, Neumann recog-
nized that the Jamahiriya (state of the
masses) had taken important steps against
terrorism: the expulsion of Abu Nidal and
the closing of his training camps, visa
restrictions on terrorists, opposition to
Islamist extremists, and switching alle-
giance to Yasser Arafat from Palestinian
rejectionists. The U.S. government inter-
preted support for Arafat’s Palestinian
authority as Libya’s willingness to back the
Middle East peace process. From
Neumann’s perspective, “Libya’s reinte-
gration into the international community will
continue whether we like it or not, so long
as Libya avoids new terrorism and blatant
challenges to the international order.” The
most important passage was his statement
that change, though not imminent, can now
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be imagined.  The other significant state-
ment was his assertion that, unlike its
policy in Iraq, the United States does “not
seek to maintain sanctions until there is a
change of regime in Tripoli.” However, the
deputy secretary raised two major con-
cerns. The first relates to Libya’s “inflam-
matory rhetoric”: The “Libyan leadership
may be fundamentally anti-American, that
is, committed to opposing American
interests and an American policy agenda
simply because they are American.” The
second U.S. concern was that “Libya
continues to pursue programs for the
acquisition of WMD and missiles, which
would threaten U.S. interests.”

Mixed signals came from Washington
with respect to Libya. While officials
continued to acknowledge change in
Libya’s actions,
they still labeled
Libya a sponsor of
terrorism, a term
used since 1979.
Most officials
alleged that the
sanctions had
worked, resulting
in Libya’s surren-
der of the two
accused. The
impact of the sanctions, they alleged, was
what forced the Libyans to abandon
support for terrorism. Yet the administra-
tion continued to label Libya a “rogue
state.”  Important differences of views
within the government probably explain the
mixed signals that the United States was
sending.  Libya, for its part, endeavored to
improve its political image internationally. It
also provided incentives to foreign busi-
nesses and sought the return of American
oil companies, which had lobbied the U.S.

government ceaselessly to lift sanctions on
Libya.  In February 2000, the U.S. govern-
ment allowed four oil companies, Conoco
 –– Occidental, Marathon and Amerada
Hess –– to dispatch agents to the
Jamahiriya to inspect oil fields they had to
forsake when the Reagan administration
imposed sanctions on Libya in the 1980s.27

Undoubtedly, some American officials
were convinced that non-U.S. businesses
were the main beneficiaries of the inevi-
table rehabilitation of Libya and that, unless
some U.S. initiatives were taken, Europe-
ans and others would flood the Libyan
market. Beyond doubt, European firms
were strengthening their presence in Libya,
especially in the hydrocarbon sector, in
anticipation of a U.S. return. As Jean-
Jacques Royant, in charge of International

Cooperation at the
Council of French
Oil and Gas
Suppliers, put it:
“We are trying to
get there [Libya]
quickly. Everyone
expects the U.S.
administration to
change its position
[on sanctions
against Libya]

after the American presidential elections in
November.”28  It is probably in this context
that then Secretary of State Madeleine
Albright authorized a four-member consu-
lar visit to Libya to evaluate safety condi-
tions for U.S. citizens and to determine
whether to lift the restriction on the use of
U.S. passports for travel to the North
African state,29  which had been in place
since December 11, 1981. Though a shift in
policy was clearly in the making,30  Ameri-
can officials continued to deny it. They

In the Department of Defense,
the urge to develop a National
Missile Defense system needed
justification: the potential near-
term threat from “rogue
states.”
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insisted that the consular visit had no
relationship to the Libyans’ extradition of
the accused in the Lockerbie trial. For their
part, the Libyans reiterated their wish to
normalize relations as long as the United
States respected Libya’s full indepen-
dence,31  which was no more than a
rhetorical demand.

The Clinton administration aimed at
normalizing ties with Libya, albeit very
slowly. It tried to do so cautiously in order
to avoid hurting the sensibilities of the
families of the victims.  The families were
quite vocal and had strong support among
members of Congress and among pro-
Israeli media.32  This partly explains the
administration’s hesitant moves toward
normalization. Yet some in Congress and in
other departments of the Executive
Branch, including the Department of
State’s Counterterrorism Bureau, headed
by Michael Sheehan, staunchly opposed
even those incremental moves.33   Further-
more, in the Department of Defense, the
urge to develop a National Missile Defense
system needed justification. Defense
Secretary William Cohen argued that the
necessity for a Star Wars system was
genuine because of the potential near-term
threat from “rogue states.”  He insisted,
“The intelligence shows that by the year
2005, the North Koreans, and then follow-
ing that, the Iranians and possibly Iraqis or
Libyans, would be in a position to have an
intercontinental ballistic-missile capability
that could threaten the United States,”34  a
far-fetched statement to say the least.
Neumann’s testimony before the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee on May 4,
2000, highlighted the difficulty for those in
the administration who favored normaliza-
tion with Libya. Neumann once again
acknowledged the progress that Libyans

had made with respect to the issue of
terrorism. However, he raised the bar very
high by renewing U.S. demands: payment
of appropriate compensation for the
victims’ families, acceptance of responsibil-
ity for the actions of Libya’s officials,
renunciation of and an end to support for
terrorism, and cooperation with the Pan
Am 103 investigation and trial.  Paradoxi-
cally, he asserted, “On our key concerns
— terrorism, opposition to Middle East
peace and regional intervention — Libya
no longer poses the threat it once did. On
WMD and missiles, our efforts to impede
Libya’s programs have had substantial
success.” Yet, such assurances were not
sufficient:

We will oppose lifting UN sanctions
against Libya until we are satisfied
that Libya has met all the relevant UN
Security Council requirements. The
provisions of the Iran and Libya
Sanctions Act regarding investment in
Libya’s petroleum sector will continue
to be considered until, as the statute
prescribes, the president has deter-
mined and certified to Congress that
the UNSCR requirements have been
met. Also until that time, we expect to
maintain core unilateral economic
sanctions prohibiting US-Libyan
business.35

Although U.S. policy makers dropped
the use of the rogue-state concept, the
term they substituted for it, “states of
concern,” did not signal any change in
policy.

LIBYA’S QUEST FOR
NORMALIZATION

Libya’s quest for normalization of
relations with the United States began in
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the early 1990s.36  As seen earlier, Qadhafi
had even proposed to turn over the two
suspects in exchange for such normaliza-
tion. A series of domestic and international
factors compelled Libya to opt for coop-
eration with the United States. The
Lockerbie affair itself, which was central
to U.S. policy toward Libya, occurred in
the midst of the chaotic transition in the
Soviet Union, an important political friend.

The Domestic Front
The impact of the UN and U.S.

sanctions, coupled with the repercussions
of Libya’s adventurous policies of the past,
compelled the regime to review its prac-
tices. Although the sanctions were not as
harsh as those imposed upon Iraq — Libya
being able to sell its oil in the world market
— there is no doubt that the Qadhafi
regime faced undeniable economic difficul-
ties. However, the sanctions were mostly
felt among the population at large,37

especially since that population had enjoyed
very comfortable incomes compared to all
their neighbors. The prices of consumer
goods reached historic highs. The sanctions
led not only to widespread discontent
against elements of the regime who
benefited from them because of their
control over resources and over the
population, but also to the strengthening
and eventual radicalization of the Islamist
movement.38  While the regime effectively
repressed the movement in the most brutal
way,39  there was fear that a civil war such
as that in neighboring Algeria might happen
in Libya. Furthermore, there was genuine
alarm that a potential alliance between the
Islamists and the disgruntled military could
evolve into a potentially lethal force
capable of ousting the Qadhafi regime.40

Thus, the regime could ill afford to combat

enemies domestically and at the same time
alienate its neighbors, let alone the only
superpower on the world stage. Thus, in
January 2000, Qadhafi, admitting the
failure of the Jamahiriya  and recognizing
that the sanctions had allowed the develop-
ment of widespread corruption, announced
in front of the General People’s Congress,
“This system is abolished.”41  Following the
suspension of the UN sanctions, the regime
decided to overhaul the country’s infra-
structure, which the government estimated
required a $35 billion investment for the
period 2000-05. As Martinez rightly put it,
“the economy was now conceived as a
diplomatic weapon capable of overcoming
the American embargo.”42

The International Front
The handing over of the two suspects

in the Lockerbie trial brought dividends to
the Qadhafi regime. Great Britain agreed
to renew diplomatic relations, severed in
1984 following the lethal shooting of a
policewoman, Yvonne Fletcher, from the
Libyan embassy compound, provided
Libyan authorities assisted in the investiga-
tion of the killing, which they effectively
did. The Libyan government admitted
responsibility for the killing by one of its
agents and agreed to pay compensation to
the family of the victim.43  France, for its
part, had also partially resolved its conflict
over the bombing of UTA Flight 772 and
resumed its lucrative commercial interests
in Libya. Of course, the French were
hoping not only to advance their economic
interests, but also to entice the Libyan
regime, faced with domestic Islamist
guerrillas, to partake in the global war on
terrorism. But, while relations with Euro-
pean powers such as Italy, France, the
United Kingdom, Germany and Russia
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improved considerably, no such develop-
ment occurred in U.S.-Libyan relations.
This was due primarily to opposition in the
United States from the families of the
Lockerbie victims, who constituted a
powerful lobby inside the Congress. Thus,
the United States extended ILSA for a
five-year period and even imposed harsher
sanctions, which were decried by
Washington’s European allies and Canada,
as well as U.S. companies fearful that non-
U.S. companies would reap the most gains
from the lucrative Libyan hydrocarbons
sector.

The most important objective for the
Libyans was to bring closure to the whole
Lockerbie affair and normalize relations
with the United States. But, despite Libya’s
support for the United States following
9/11, American policy makers were
unyielding.

LIBYA AND THE UNITED STATES
POST-9/11

The verdict of the Lockerbie trial, far
from ending U.S.-Libya differences,
created potential for further conflict. On
the eve of the verdict, Secretary of State
Colin Powell made it clear that “regardless
of the outcome that will be announced,...
there are other things that the Libyan
government will be expected to do with
respect to the other elements of the UN
sanctions.” Although admitting that the
Libyans had supplied to the judge all the
necessary information for the trial, Powell
insisted that “there are sanctions that
predate the UN sanctions that are not
affected by the outcome of this trial.”44  In
other words, even if the UN sanctions
were lifted, U.S. unilateral sanctions would
not be.

On January 31, 2001, the Scottish

judges found Abdel Basset Ali Megrahi
guilty, while acquitting Lamen Khalifa
Fhima. For U.S. oil companies and for
Europeans, this verdict should have ended
the Lockerbie affair and turned a page
with Libya. For the United States, how-
ever, Libya not only had to accept respon-
sibility for the act, but also to pay compen-
sation to the families.45  While Libya had
made it known that it would compensate
the families if the defendants were found
guilty,46  the Libyan state was quite reluc-
tant to accept responsibility for the deed.
Libyans believed that the end of the
Lockerbie trial would lead to normalization
with the United States, similar to what
happened with France over the UTA 772
case. They called for a complete lifting of
UN sanctions and made it clear that they
sought normal relations with the United
States.47

The bombing of Iraq in February and
July 2001 already gave an indication as to
the Bush administration’s policy toward
“states of concern”: force, not diplomacy,
would drive U.S. foreign policy. The
United States sought to use the January
2001 conviction of the Libyan official in the
Lockerbie case to implicate the Libyan
regime itself.48  While seeking to maintain
UN sanctions, Washington wanted the
Libyan government not only to pay repara-
tions to the families of the victims, but also
to accede to other demands.

In April, concerns about U.S. energy
security compelled Americans to review
sanctions on Libya. Some members of the
Bush administration, aware of the need for
energy investments in Libya and Iran, were
convinced of the ineffectiveness of sanc-
tions and sought to influence Congress not
to renew the ILSA for another five years.
U.S. oil companies, too, lobbied the admin-
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istration and Congress to allow them to
renew their activities in Libya, Iran and
Iraq. The pro-Israeli lobby and its allies,
however, were intent on keeping the
sanctions in place.49  Though President
George W. Bush sought a two-year
extension of ILSA, on July 26, Congress,
under strong pressure from the pro-Israeli
lobby, overwhelmingly extended the
sanctions for a five-year period. Under this
law, the U.S. government can levy penal-
ties on non-U.S. companies that invest
more than $20 million in Libya or Iran.

Libya had decided to cooperate with
the United States in combating al-Qaeda
even before the 9/11 attacks.50  In fact,
Libya had begun to use its acquaintance
with terrorist groups to further its own
state interests. In summer 2000, during the
hostage crisis in the Jolo Island in the
Philippines, Libya’s mediation role was
decisive in ending the hostages’ ordeal;
those hostages had been detained for
months by the Abu Sayyaf organization.
Libya also extradited hundreds of Islamist
militants and suspected Islamist terrorists
back to their countries of origin. For quite
some time, those fighters had found shelter
in Libya, where they could receive training
in various camps set up for that purpose.51

Not surprisingly, following the 9/11
terrorist attacks on the United States,
Libya was among the first countries to
condemn the acts as “horrific and destruc-
tive,” showed unequivocal understanding
for the United States, called on Libyans to
“donate blood” and assist relief efforts in
the United States, and acknowledged the
right of the latter to retaliate against the
terrorists and the Taliban regime in Af-
ghanistan, which harbored them.52

Qadhafi announced that he wished to
“eliminate the common dangers of interna-

tional extremism and terrorism.”53  The
Libyan government offered the services of
its underground agents in the U.S.-led war
on global terrorism.54  Qadhafi even
dispatched the head of Libya’s external
security, Musa Kusa, to hold meetings in
London with Assistant Secretary of State
William J. Burns and U.S. intelligence
officials. Although the meeting was about
the Lockerbie case, U.S. officials admitted
that it was also an opportunity to seek
intelligence.55

Aware that the United States might
attack countries that sheltered terrorist
groups, even in the distant past, Qadhafi
tried hard to dissociate his country from its
support of terrorism in the earlier period
and to normalize relations with the United
States, an objective he had tried for years
to achieve. Thus, he declared on August
31, 2002, in a speech celebrating the thirty-
third anniversary of his seizure of power,
“We must comply with international legality
even though it’s been falsified and imposed
by the United States, or we will be
slaughtered.”56

The terrorist attacks on New York and
Washington on September 11, 2001, while
demonstrating the irrationality of develop-
ing a national missile defense, had never-
theless created a golden opportunity for the
United States to overthrow the “states of
concern” that they suspected — rightly or
wrongly — of harboring terrorists. Al-
though in October 2001 no state besides
Afghanistan had been linked to the attacks,
there were, no doubt, forces in Washington
that already contemplated the possibility of
launching strikes against Iraq, Libya, Iran,
Syria or even Lebanon, regardless of these
states’ unequivocal condemnation of
terrorism.57  Indeed, well-informed sources
revealed that some forces in Washington,
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especially among the neoconservatives,
using the 9/11 attacks as a pretext , con-
templated punishing Libya for its past
deeds. Furthermore, active Libyan oppo-
nents in the United States lobbied the Bush
administration for harsher measures
against the Qadhafi regime.58  Aware of
such a possibility, the Libyan government
kept a low profile and avoided any criticism
of U.S. policies, even those pertaining to
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. In the
following years, Libya did its utmost to
arrive at an arrangement with the United
States concerning compensation of the
Lockerbie victims’ families, a sine qua
non for the U.S. government to decrease
the pressure on Libya.

Against this
background, the
Libyans, under
Britain’s auspices,
entered negotia-
tions with Ameri-
can officials in
London on a
variety of issues,
including WMDs,
normalization of
U.S. relations with
Libya and, more
important, the lifting of U.S. sanctions.
Thus, in May 2002, the Libyan government
proposed the compensation of the victims’
families, offering each family $10 million,
for a total sum of $2.7 billion. This meant
that each family would receive many times
more than the $170 million that France’s
victims’ families of the UTA Flight 772
received from the Libyan government. The
proposed scheme consisted of offering first
$4 million after the definitive lifting of the
UN sanctions, another $4 million following
the termination of U.S. sanctions, and $2

million once Libya was removed from the
U.S. list of state sponsors of terrorism. The
United States rejected this offer and
demanded that Libya recognize its respon-
sibility in the Lockerbie bombing.59  This
offer was reiterated by Qadhafi’s son in
spring 2003 in the article published in
Middle East Policy:

Libya insists on Washington’s stating
explicitly that, following the settle-
ment, it will permanently lift the
barriers to Libya’s normal relations
with the outside world. This applies
particularly to the United States itself.
Libya must no longer be subject to an
embargo.…Its name must be removed

from the list of
states that
sponsor
terrorism. Its
citizens must no
longer be
singled out for
discrimination in
obtaining
American
visas.60

At the end, Libya
officially recog-

nized in April 2003 the civil –– not criminal
–– responsibility of its officials in the
Lockerbie bombing. In a letter submitted to
the UN Security Council on August 15,
2003, Libya accepted “responsibility for the
actions of its officials” in the Lockerbie
affair. This resulted in the definitive lifting
of UN sanctions a month later.61   From a
Libyan perspective, the admission of civil
responsibility was simply a way of ending
sanctions and enticing the United States to
normalize relations. As put by Foreign
Minister Muhammad Abdul Rahman
Chelgham, “The issue was not compensation,

The first success of Libya’s
policy of rapprochement with
the West through participation
in the global war on terrorism
was the non-inclusion in 2002
of Libya in President Bush’s
“axis of evil.”
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but the purchase of the annulment of the
sanctions.”62

LIBYA AND THE GLOBAL WAR ON
TERRORISM

Objectively, the Libyan regime had
already in 1998, through Interpol, warned
the international community against the
threat that al-Qaeda posed to the world.63

The new Libyan attitude was helpful in
sending a positive message with regard to
the regime’s willingness to move away
from support for terrorism abroad. Of
course, this move also resulted in Libya’s
obtaining outside support in the fight
against its own Islamist opposition, for,
eventually, the United States added one of
Libya’s most radical factions, the Islamic
Combatant Group, to the list of terrorist
organizations.64  There is no doubt that 9/11
constituted the real occasion that allowed
Libya to progressively lose its pariah
status. Libya’s professed expertise in the
war against terrorist organizations and the
amount of information that its authorities
held about various foreign terrorist group-
ings became the strongest selling point for
the Libyan regime. The ultimate objective,
obviously, was the normalization of rela-
tions with the United States and improve-
ment of relations with Europe that Qadhafi
had been seeking since the mid-1990s.
Thus, Musa Kusa, head of Libya’s intelli-
gence, continued regular communication
with European intelligence and
counterterrorism agencies and offered to
share information with them on various
Islamist groups. In fact, because of the
situation in its own neighborhood (Algeria,
Egypt and Sudan), characterized by a
strong Islamist presence and immigrants
from South Asia and the Arab world on its
soil, Libya held precious information on

various radical Islamist groups, including
the so-called Arab “Afghans” and others
associated with al-Qaeda. Given that Libya
had detained arbitrarily and for long periods
hundreds of individuals from Pakistan,
Algeria, Sudan and Tunisia, the authorities
were able to amass valuable data on
various radical Islamist factions. Further-
more, the role that the Dawa Islamiyya
played in the collection of information
about various Islamist groups should not be
discounted. Qadhafi’s son Sayf Aleslam’s
“charity foundation,” which played a
critical role in the resolution of the Jolo
hostage crisis in 2000, assisted Western
governments in dealing with some Islamist
groups.

Probably the first success of Libya’s
policy of rapprochement with the West
through participation in the global war on
terrorism was the non-inclusion in 2002 of
Libya in President Bush’s “axis of evil,”
which included North Korea, Iran and
Iraq.65  The Libyans proved their good faith
by assisting the United States in the war on
terrorism. The British government, for its
part, began asking Libyans for their
cooperation on intelligence about interna-
tional terrorism.66  Indeed, the Libyan
authorities responded positively and
provided intelligence on hundreds of al-
Qaeda and other Islamist militants.
Qadhafi, in the interview he granted
Newsweek, admitted that “intelligence
agencies in Libya and in the US are
exchanging information.…There are
Libyan terrorists in America and in Britain.
The Libyan intelligence service exchanges
information so that they will be wiped
out.”67  In an interview given to the Na-
tional Review, Sayf Aleslam reiterated
Libya’s engagement in the worldwide war
on terror: “Libya has offered full coopera-
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tion in the global war against terrorism.
Don’t forget that Libya, too, has been a
victim of terrorist groups, some of which
had their headquarters here in London
along with other terrorist organizations
from many different countries...,” and that
in the war on terrorism “we are doing our
part.”68  The U.S. government, though still
keeping Libya on its list of state sponsors
of terrorism, had acknowledged in 2002
that “Libya appears to have curtailed its
support for international terrorism.”69

Evidence of Libya’s evolution was the
signing of the twelve conventions on
international terrorism.70  In its quest for
international rehabilitation and removal
from the U.S. list of states that sponsor
terrorism, Libya continued its full coopera-
tion in the global war on terrorism. By
2003, it had provided intelligence on
hundreds of al-Qaeda operatives and other
jihadists.

The United States had basically
recognized that Libya had moved away
from the business of terrorism; however, it
also wished to see Libya abandon its
alleged WMD programs. This issue
seemed to be the last hurdle for the
normalization of relations, although the
administration also expressed concern
about human rights and democratic gover-
nance. As Ronald Bruce St John has
demonstrated persuasively, Libya was
ready to discuss the WMD issue as far
back as 1992. Libya reiterated that willing-
ness in 1999, but it was Washington that
postponed such negotiations until the
Lockerbie affair and the question of
terrorism had been resolved.71  Those
questions were more pressing than the
unconventional weapons, which did not
represent a threat.

While attention was focused on Iraq,

neoconservatives such as John R. Bolton,
under secretary for arms control and
international security, also pointed the
finger at Libya, accusing it of developing
chemical and biological weapons. Most of
his accusations proved to be exaggerated
and inaccurate.72  Most experts agree that
Libya’s WMD programs represented no
real threat, consisting principally of chemi-
cal warfare agents that Anthony
Cordesman described as “very low-quality
weapons designs with poor fusing lethal-
ity.”73  Assertions that Libya was just a few
years from becoming a nuclear-capable
power proved totally groundless, even
though Libya’s nuclear program had been
underestimated by the intelligence commu-
nity. The head of the IAEA stated that
Libya’s nuclear program was years from
producing a nuclear weapon and that
important pieces of equipment were now
largely dismantled and stored in boxes.74  In
any event, Libya had made it clear many
months before its formal announcement on
December 19, 2003, that it was willing to
abandon all WMD programs and would open
its sites to the IAEA, provided that the
United States would not seek other pretexts
for hostile policies toward Libya.75  In fact, in
September 2003, American and British
inspectors had been given access to the
covert sites of unconventional weapons.76

THE EFFECTIVENESS OF SECRET
DIPLOMACY

Unlike the triumphant neoconservative
claim, Libya’s decision to abandon its
WMD programs was not the result of the
war on Iraq. As pointed out earlier, Libya’s
desire to normalize relations with the
United States began in the late 1980s.
Libyans had been genuinely hopeful ––
and, as it turned out, naively optimistic ––
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that the end of the Reagan presidency and
the election of George H.W. Bush, close to
oil interests, would open an era of new
opportunities for U.S.-Libyan relations.
Thus, in early January 1989, Qadhafi called
on the new Bush administration to engage
in negotiations over disarmament. More
important, he said that Libya was favorable
to opening its weapons factories for
inspection, provided other countries,
including the United States and Israel,
were willing to do the same.77  These
offers were followed by a variety of
Libyan gestures to entice the United States
to begin talks for the purpose of normaliz-
ing relations. The only Libyan demand was
that those relations be based on mutual
respect and without U.S. preconditions, a
demand repeated by Libyans ad infinitum
to this date. Unfortunately for the
Jamahiriya, the new Bush administration
had no intention of releasing pressure on
Libya, seen as a major sponsor of global
terrorism. Instead of welcoming Libya’s
overtures, the United States imposed more
sanctions and sought to further isolate
Libya diplomatically, politically and eco-
nomically.

Despite unrelenting U.S. pressure, the
Libyan regime continued to seek normal
relations. In 1992, Libyan operatives
approached former Senator Gary Hart (D-
CO) to relay to the Bush administration
their country’s wish to establish construc-
tive dialogue. Hart reported that “the
Libyans said that they would turn over the
two Pan Am bombing suspects…in ex-
change for a commitment… that prelimi-
nary discussions would begin within a
reasonable period of time regarding the
lifting of sanctions and eventual normaliza-
tion of relations between our two na-
tions.”78  Libyan attempts led nowhere, for

the United States was not interested in
opening discussions, even if Libya surren-
dered the two suspects. Although Hart
could not provide an explanation as to
Bush’s rationale for rejecting Libya’s
overtures, he did conclude that “this
account suggests, and strongly so, only one
thing: We might have brought the Pan Am
bombers to justice, and quite possibly have
moved Libya out of its renegade status,
much sooner than we have. At the very
least it calls into serious question the
assertion that Libya changed direction as a
result of our preemptive invasion of
Iraq.”79  What Gary Hart probably knew,
but would not say, is that the United States
had no desire to engage in a dialogue
because Libya was a “rogue state.”
Indeed, the rogue-state doctrine served a
purpose: It allowed the United States to
justify particular domestic (promoting
defense programs) and international
(isolating regimes opposed to U.S. hege-
mony) policies.80

As a result of “sanctions fatigue” and
failure to convince Europeans and others
about the rationality of its policy toward
Libya, the second Clinton administration
shifted course and adopted a less stringent
policy toward the Qadhafi regime. Libya’s
handing over of the two suspects worked
favorably upon the new approach. Thus, in
mid-1999, the United States opened secret
talks with Libyan officials. As Martin Indyk
reported in 2004, the talks in 1999 were
made possible by Libya’s acquiescence to
U.S. conditions –– that “Libya cease
lobbying in the UN to [permanently] lift the
sanctions”81  and that “the bilateral dialogue
be kept secret.”82  In their first meeting
with U.S. officials in May 1999, “Libya’s
representatives [led by chief of intelligence
Musa Kusa] were ready to put everything
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on the table, saying that Mr. Gadaffi had
realized that was not the path to pursue
and that Libya and the United States faced
a common threat from Islamic fundamen-
talism. In that context, they said, Libya
would actively cooperate in the campaign
against al-Qaeda and would end all support
for Palestinian ‘rejectionist’ groups, en-
dorse U.S. peace efforts in the Middle
East and help in conflict resolution in
Africa.”83  With respect to WMD, mainly
the issue of chemical weapons, Libyan
officials showed preference for a multilat-
eral framework, consenting not only to
open their facilities to inspection but also to
join the Chemical Weapons Convention, a
measure that Libya eventually fulfilled in
January 2004. Three months later, Libya
signed the Additional Protocol to the
Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT).
Libyans reiterated their offer on chemical
weapons and agreed to participate in
Middle East multilateral arms-control talks
taking place at that time.84  American
officials admitted that they did not wish to
pursue the WMD question; terrorism and
the resolution of the Lockerbie case were
their top priorities. Furthermore, Libya’s
chemical weapons did not represent an
imminent threat, and the nuclear-weapons
program was thought to be in its early
stages.  But, the United States did commu-
nicate to the Libyans that, even if the
Lockerbie and terrorism issues were
resolved, U.S. sanctions would not be lifted
until after the WMD concern was satisfac-
torily settled. The secret talks were
deferred until after the presidential elec-
tion. U.S. officials believed that a potential
leak of those talks at such a critical period
would create a political scandal, especially at
a time when the Lockerbie victims’ families
were awaiting a resolution to the tragedy.

With the conviction of the two Libyan
agents in January 2001 and the upholding
of the verdict by an appellate court hearing
in March 2002, the Lockerbie case found
some resolution, especially since the
Libyans had promised to provide compen-
sation to the victims’ families should Libyan
officials be found guilty. But this did not
result in the permanent lifting of UN
sanctions, let alone U.S. sanctions. In a
joint communiqué issued on February 23,
2001, George W. Bush and Tony Blair
“call[ed] on the Libyan government to
comply with the requirements of relevant
UN Security Council resolutions.”85

However, prior to that joint statement,
Libyan, British and U.S. officials had met
the previous month with Libya’s permanent
representative to the United Nations,
presenting Libyans with a “script” pointing
out “what they needed to do and say to
satisfy U.S. requirements on compensating
the families of the Pan Am 103 victims and
accepting responsibility for the actions of
the Libyan intelligence officers implicated
in the case.” They also laid out the steps
that Libya needed to take in order for the
UN sanctions to be definitively lifted.86

Like other Arab regimes in the region,
Libya used the 9/11 events as an opportu-
nity to seek rapprochement with the United
States through collaborating in the war on
global terrorism and providing information
on various jihadist groups. Despite a
continued ambiguous posture on Libya, the
Bush administration carried on the dialogue
with Libyan officials that had been started
by the Clinton administration. Ronald
Bruce St John reported that in October
2002, Libyan Foreign Minister Muhammad
Abdul Rahman Chalgham corroborated the
fact that a number of meetings with U.S.
officials had been held since January 2001,
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with most of the discussions at the level of
U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for Near
East Affairs William J. Burns.87

In March 2003, a few weeks before
the United States invaded Iraq, Libyans
sounded out the British government on
talks with both the United States and Great
Britain to discuss ways of dismantling
Libya’s WMD.  Prime Minister Tony Blair
confirmed that “Libya came to us in March
[2003] following successful negotiations on
Lockerbie to see if it could resolve its
WMD issue in a similarly co-operative
manner. Nine months of work followed
with experts from the U.S. and UK, during
which the Libyans discussed their
programmes with us.”88

U.S.-LIBYAN RELATIONS SINCE ’03
Following the announcement that Libya

had given up its WMD programs, the
White House and other members of the
administration, despite Tony Blair’s state-
ment, were quick to claim credit, suggest-
ing that it was the invasion of Iraq in
March 2003 that convinced Qadhafi to give
up unconventional weapons. This was
echoed in articles in the U.S. press by pro-
Israeli opinion makers, such as New York
Times columnist William Safire.89  These
affirmations do not correspond to the
facts;90  however, it is interesting to analyze
the reasons that elicited Qadhafi’s decision
on WMD. The Libyan leader explained in
an interview with the French newspaper
Le Figaro that the WMD program had
been initiated a long time ago, when it was
fashionable to engage in an arms’ race.
But, for him, the world has changed and so
have coalitions; new challenges have
emerged. Libya has to reconsider its
programs:

If a country like Libya makes the
nuclear bomb, what would it do with
it? Furthermore, Libya ran the risk of
launching itself in the production of
weapons that were not up to its
level.…And in which area would one
use this weapon ? In which theater of
combat?...We don’t have an enemy
that is well-defined enough for us to
be able to say, ‘We will use this
weapon against it.’ Also, our program
has created fears among our neigh-
bors. Thus, the best decision, the
most courageous decision, was to
dismantle it.91

And by deciding to dismantle, Libya forced
the international community to look at the
sole credible nuclear power in the Middle
East, Israel, which has not only nuclear but
also chemical and biological capabilities.92

Furthermore, one should recognize that the
Libyan leader was quite ingenious in
trading what, after all, were obsolete
WMD in exchange for the rehabilitation of
the regime and the reinsertion of the
country into the community of nations. In
sum, the abandonment of the WMD
programs paved the way for the ending of
Libya’s long-time pariah status.

Libya was also hopeful that by giving
up its WMD programs, relations with
Washington would improve considerably
and open the door to close cooperation in
different areas. Bush’s statement on
December 19, 2003, seemed to support
such a prediction:

Leaders who abandon the pursuit of
chemical, biological and nuclear
weapons, and the means to deliver
them, will find an open path to better
relations with the United States and
other free nations. With today’s
announcement by its leader, Libya has
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begun the process of rejoining the
community of nations. And Colonel
Ghadafi knows the way forward; Libya
should carry out the commitments
announced today.”93

Yet, despite this major move, Libyans
complained that the rewards were inad-
equate. A year after the decision, Qadhafi
protested, “We were disappointed by the
reaction of Europe, the United States and
Japan. They haven’t really rewarded us for
our contribution to world peace.”94  More
specifically, Qadhafi complained that Libya
had not received guarantees as to its
national security, i.e., that the international
community should prohibit the use of
nuclear or chemical weapons against the
country that decided to abandon WMD.
From his perspective, Libya had not
obtained any assistance in transforming its
military arsenal into civilian use. The state-
controlled Libyan press had called on Israel
immediately after the announcement of the
decision on WMD to dismantle its own
WMD arsenal.95

The Libyans expressed their wish to see
U.S. sanctions lifted no later than May 12,
2004, which would allow American oil
companies to return to Libya and also see the
release of $1 billion in Libyan assets frozen in
banks in the United States. Libyan prime
minister Shukri Ghanim urged the IAEA, in
cooperation with the Organization for the
Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, as well as
U.S. and British experts, to dismantle all
Libyan WMD so Bush could convince the
U.S. Congress to lift the sanctions swiftly.96

The dispute between the IAEA and U.S.
officials regarding who was really in charge
of the dismantlement delayed the process. In
the end, it was the United States, with British
collaboration, that took charge of dismantle-
ment of the WMD equipment and shipping it

to the United States.
Libya’s objective in seeing a speedy

return of American oil companies was
believed to be instrumental in fulfilling its
ambition to double the production of its
high-quality “sweet” crude from 1.5 million
to 3 million barrels per day  by 2010, a level
that Libya surpassed in the 1970s. Ameri-
can oil companies, aware that the conces-
sions in Libya were due to expire in 2005,
lobbied the White House and Congress to
see the sanctions lifted  so they could
return to Libya, where non-U.S. oil compa-
nies, mainly Spanish, French and Italian,
were quite active. The immediate result of
such lobbying was the visit Congress
members made to Libya in late January
2004; the delegation met with Qadhafi, the
prime minister and other dignitaries.97  In
February, the United States lifted travel
restrictions to Libya for American citizens,
and extended an invitation to Libya to open
an interest section in Washington –– the
United States having already set up a
diplomatic representation in Tripoli, ostensi-
bly to oversee the work of its WMD
inspectors. The lifting of the travel ban was
obviously welcomed by U.S. oil companies,
which could now travel to Libya to negoti-
ate contracts. In March, Tony Blair visited
Libya, followed by an important U.S.
delegation headed by William Burns, as
well as National Security Council officials
to discuss the subsequent moves to deepen
security, diplomatic and commercial
relations.98  The visit indicated U.S. willing-
ness to normalize relations and “turn the
page.” The Libyans did not hide their
desire to attract foreign businesses and
investments. Libya revealed that it needed
about $30 billion over the next 10 years to
expand its oil sector; it also asked OPEC to
allow it to increase Libya’s oil production

Zoubir.p65 5/12/2006, 7:12 PM64



65

ZOUBIR: THE UNITED STATES AND LIBYA

quota.99  Libya boasts the world’s eighth-
largest –– and third-largest in Africa ––
proven oil reserves, estimated at more than
36 billion barrels. Libya has suggested that,
in fact, its potential is three times those
reserves.100

On April 22, 2004, President Bush
partially lifted sanctions on Libya, a move
that allowed American citizens to conduct
business and invest in Libya. Most sanc-
tions were finally revoked in September
2004; in exchange, Libya disbursed the
second payment to the victims’ families.
But the United States refused to remove
Libya from the list of states that sponsor
terrorism. Although the annulment of U.S.
sanctions has not resulted in the export of
military equipment to Libya, it did not
prevent European arms traders from
turning to Libya for new opportunities.
Indeed, in September 2004, the EU de-
cided, nudged by Italy, to lift the arms
embargo on Libya, allegedly to fight illegal
immigration. The decision came into force
on October 11, 2004. An Italian document
indicated that “it was in the EU’s interest
to allow Libya to control efficiently its land
and maritime borders by allowing Tripoli to
acquire the necessary equipment to
monitor its 2,000-kilometer coast, including
naval ships, monitoring aircraft, and night-
vision goggles.”101  Undoubtedly, Libya was
now vested with a new role, that of
protecting Europe from illegal migrants.
Furthermore, in view of recent develop-
ments in North Africa, particularly the fight
against the presence of jihadists in the
Sahel, it is quite likely that Libya will have
a role to play within the context of the Pan-
Sahel Initiative (PSI) and the Trans-Sahara
Counterterrorism Initiative (TSCTI), whose
purpose is to fight against al-Qaeda-linked
groups in the region. Thus, General Charles

Wald, deputy chief of the U.S. European
Command (EUCOM), declared in April
2005 that the reestablishment of military
relations with Libya would greatly assist
the United States in its efforts to counter
the forces of instability in North Africa.102

The integration of Libya in PSI is a matter
of time, as Libya has already indirectly
contributed to this structure.  However,
though the United States has not made any
request for the use of Ukba ben Nafi Air
Base, Libyans have argued that a U.S.
military presence in Libya cannot be
contemplated.  A Libyan official inter-
viewed in February 2006 stated bluntly,
“We will never compromise our sover-
eignty to have someone back.”103

CONCLUSION
In the last decade, Libya embarked on

a process of rehabilitation of its regime. In
order to achieve that goal, Libya decided to
mend fences with the United States. The
collapse of the Soviet Union, a recognition
of U.S. hegemonic power, international
isolation and domestic factors (economic
decline, the rise of a potent Islamist
opposition, bankruptcy of the Jamahiriya
system), compelled Libya to abandon many
of its previous policies. The emergence of
more pragmatic leaders, including
Qadhafi’s son, helped in paving the way for
rational, realistic choices taken by the
Libyan leadership to convince the United
States, through the mediation of Tony Blair,
to abandon America’s longstanding hostility
toward Libya and to persuade Washington
that cooperation, rather than conflict, would
be mutually beneficial. The decision to
recognize the responsibility of its officials in
the Lockerbie bombing, to compensate the
families, abandon terrorism, join the global
war on terrorism, completely dismantle
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WMD, and promise to bring about domes-
tic reforms, constituted the main factors in
the rehabilitation of the country. The
United States, aware of Libya’s consider-
able oil wealth, as well as Libya’s strategic
location and the existence of potential
bases –– including the Ukba ben Nafi Air
Base (formerly Wheelus) –– could not
keep Libya out in the cold much longer.

Muammar Qadhafi, whom Ronald
Reagan had dubbed the “mad dog of the
Middle East,” has now become not only a
partner in the global war on terrorism but a
potential ally capable of serving U.S.

interests in the region. However, this
promising relationship will only strengthen
Qadhafi’s authoritarian regime. Regardless
of U.S. rhetoric about democratization,
good governance and human rights, realism
will be the driving force of U.S.-Libyan
relations. So far, the United States has
shown far more interest in oil wealth,
terrorismand investment opportunities.
Libyan citizens, who have been the victims
of one of the most authoritarian regimes in
the world, will rightfully be skeptical about
America’s real intentions in the region.
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