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Moral Failure in Libya 

By Steven Feldstein 

 

This essay examines the roots to the Libyan migration crisis and European culpability for 

documented human rights abuses. It argues that failed efforts to rebuild Libya following the 

2011 humanitarian intervention combined with recent European policies to outsource 

responsibility for the migration crisis to Libya have created a perfect storm of exploitation, 

predation, and abuse.  

 

The Situation  

 

In early November, CNN broadcast shocking footage of dozens of migrants being sold in slave 

auctions in Libya (Elbagir et al. 2017). The video shows groups of migrants detained in cells 

or flanked by unknown men, as an auctioneer operating in a floodlit courtyard provides opening 

bids for the right to purchase another human being. He starts at $400, then goes up to $500, 

then $600. Finally, the bidding stops at $800 and a young man is sold to an undisclosed buyer. 

This appalling report may have finally spurred the international community to address gross 

human rights violations in Libya. Soon after, France called a special session of the UN Security 

Council where it pressed for international prosecutions and sanctions of the traffickers 

responsible for the auctions (Besheer 2017). Likewise, UN Secretary-General Antonio 

Guterres expressed his public horror of the footage and warned that this may constitute “crimes 

against humanity” (Independent 2017). 

 

Slave auctions represent a dreadful new low for a situation that long ago ceased to shock. These 

violations are an inevitable outcome of a set of failed policies that have recklessly imperilled 

the lives of thousands of migrants, possibly in contravention of international law. Human rights 

groups have been sounding the alarm and documenting atrocious conditions for migrants in 

Libya for several years. 

 

For example, Amnesty International reported in 2016 that migrants were being subjected to 

“sexual violence, killings, torture and religious persecution” by smugglers, traffickers, criminal 

gangs and armed militias in Libya (Amnesty International 2016). The UN Panel of Experts 

documented in its June 2017 report widespread abuses against migrants that included 

“executions, torture, and deprivation of food, water and access to sanitation” (Spittaels et al. 

2017). German diplomats have gone so far as to describe Libyan facilities as “similar to 

concentration camps” (Der Spiegel 2017). International authorities estimate that between 

400,000 and one million migrants are currently trapped in Libya (Tharoor 2017). This means 

that not only are some of the most egregious human rights atrocities in the world taking place 

on Europe’s doorstep, but they are affecting hundreds of thousands of people. 

 

Europe’s treatment of the Libyan migration crisis represents a moral failure for several reasons. 

First, the roots of the current crisis are attributable to decisions taken by European and U.S. 

NATO coalition leaders in 2011, when the alliance deposed Libyan president Muammar 

Gaddafi without any real plan for the day after. While migration was a significant concern even 
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before 2011, averaging 80,000 annually during Gaddafi’s later years, the post-2011 numbers 

are extraordinarily higher (Hamood 2008). As the international community painfully learned 

(yet again), undertaking an armed intervention in a country devoid of political institutions and 

seething with inter-communal conflict often leads to bad outcomes. Unsurprisingly, Libya sank 

into civil war and became a breeding ground for instability and terrorism. Professor Alan 

Kuperman (2015) observes: “Libya has not only failed to evolve into a democracy; it has 

devolved into a failed state. Violent deaths and other human rights abuses have increased 

severalfold.” 

 

While there were putative attempts by the international community to help rebuild the country 

and establish the basic workings of a functional government, these efforts suffered from a lack 

of leadership, resources, and willpower. For example, Europe’s commitment proved 

inadequate with leaders like French president Nicholas Sarkozy and British prime minister 

David Cameron soon “distracted, by relation campaigns and economic worries” (Shane and 

Becker 2016). It was not until 2013 that NATO sent a small advisory team to Libya to advise 

on “defense institution building” (North Atlantic Treaty Organization 2013). The UN 

continued to maintain a limited political advisory mission; the Security Council chose not to 

authorize a formal peacekeeping mission. Meanwhile, the interim Libyan government passed 

a disastrous political isolation law and implemented an ineffectual electoral arrangement that 

“exacerbated tribal and regional divisions while making power-sharing even more difficult” 

(Hamid 2016). As a result, Libya deteriorated into a failed state, marked by rampant impunity 

and corruption. These factors created ripe conditions for exploitation, particularly as smugglers 

increasingly routed migrants through Libya to Europe (Al Jazeera 2017). 

 

Second, not only did Western powers fail to adequately help Libya rebuild after Gaddafi’s 

removal; they actively advanced policies that exacerbated conditions for migrants in the 

country. In particular, Italy’s decision to “offshore” the migration problem to Libya has directly 

abetted shocking human rights violations. In 2016, after 180,000 migrants arrived by sea to 

Italy, which followed successive large-scale arrivals of 153,000 and 170,000 migrants to Italy 

in 2014 and 2015 respectively, the government decided it needed to take drastic action 

(International Organization for Migration 2017). The European Union had taken tentative steps 

to alleviate the burden on Italy by requesting that all member states take in a portion of Italy’s 

asylum seekers, but it had been roundly rebuffed. For example, French police have blocked 

“hundreds of migrants” on the Italian border from entering the country and it is well below its 

quota for migrants (Dettmer 2017). In Austria, Foreign Minister Sebastian Kurz purportedly 

requested that Italy keep all new migrants on the Italian island of Lampedusa, and block them 

from setting foot on the European mainland (Euronews 2017). 

 

Consequently, Italy struck a deal with Libya. Led by the interior minister and “former 

spymaster” Marco Minniti, the government began working with a variety of local officials and 

militias to curb the migrant trade. As the New York Times reports, “the turning point for Mr. 

Minniti’s efforts came in July, after Italy persuaded the clan-based militias that control the 

migrant trade along with a stretch of the lawless Libyan coast, west of the capital, Tripoli, to 

keep their boats onshore” (Walsh & Horowitz 2017). 



Oxford Monitor of Forced Migration Vol. 7 No. 2 

7 

 

 

Here is where things become murky. The Italian government claims it is not paying militias to 

keep them from transporting migrants, but humanitarians claim otherwise (Walsh & Horowitz 

2017). In an open letter in September, Medicins Sans Frontieres head Joanne Liu decried a 

“thriving enterprise of kidnapping, torture, and extortion,” asserting that “European 

governments have chosen to contain people in this situation” (Liu 2017). Journalists report that 

not only are inmates in the migrant centers “routinely rented out” to local businesses, but the 

arrival of international funding “has created additional incentives for armed groups to seize 

control of DCIM [Department to Counter Illegal Migration] centers in search of money and 

legitimacy” (Howden 2017). It is probable that Italian money to train Libya’s coast guard and 

assist detention centers is purposely finding its way into the hands of smugglers. The additional 

$225 million that the EU has committed to enforcing border controls and oversee detention 

centers are also likely lining the pockets of unsavory militias and strongmen who run these 

centers (Walsh & Horowitz 2017). In other words, while Europe may not be formally paying 

off militias in Libya, these represent de facto payoffs. 

 

Of course, this raises a larger question about what the EU expected would happen when it 

decided to solve the migration crisis by giving several hundred million dollars to a barely 

functional government with a history of repression and instructed them to take care of the 

‘refugee problem’. A combination of fungible money, a chaotic and lawless environment, and 

a desire by European governments to quickly rid themselves of the crisis have laid a solid 

groundwork for predation and abuse. 

 

What Should Europe Do? 

 

Europe finds itself in a morally precarious position. Its leaders cannot simply ignore reports of 

slave auctions, rampant torture, rape, and abuse, particularly given the degree to which its 

policies have abetted these very violations. Nor can European leaders afford to open up their 

borders to further migration over the Mediterranean Sea amid the continent’s fraught political 

environment. Nativist parties are gaining large shares of votes, with Germany’s AfD party the 

most recent beneficiary of this populist and nativist backlash. But there are certain steps Europe 

can take to alleviate the crisis and shore up its moral standing. 

 

First, European leaders should recognize what the Libyan government is capable of 

accomplishing on its own and what it is not. The country is beset by two rival governments and 

scores of armed militia. Simply spending additional money to “improve” detention centre 

conditions will have little effect. Continuing to outsource border control and migrant protection 

to Libyan authorities is a morally hazardous path. Unless Europe is comfortable overlooking 

increasing levels of abuse – trading of slaves, sexual exploitation and other horrific acts – it 

must do more than simply admonish Libyan authorities to respect international law while 

otherwise turning a blind eye. 

 

This leads to the second recommendation – stability and legitimate governance will not come 

to Libya unless Europe commits real diplomatic muscle to supporting the country’s tenuous 
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peace process. The political spadework necessary to rebuild the country should have taken 

place in 2012. Today, this effort is exceedingly more complicated, but it is even more urgent. 

A fragile two-year-old UN-led peace process is organizing national elections for later in the 

year, which represents Libya’s best near-term chance of laying a foundation for political 

stability and peace. But the agreement is in danger of falling apart due to the obstructions of 

General Khalifa Hafter, who heads one of Libya’s main militias. Hafter is increasingly playing 

a spoiler role, abetted by Russian arms and support (Becker & Schmitt 2018). As Issandr El 

Amrani from the International Crisis Group observes: “Given that successive efforts by 

international actors to engage with Haftar in pursuit of a negotiated political settlement have 

yet again met with his defiance, they should speak out more forcefully and condemn this latest 

attempt at undermining it.” Amrani argues that while these reprimands may not convince 

Haftar to fall in line, they would signal to other Libyan actors that “the international community 

is intent on defending the [UN] process that Salamé and others have put in place, whose broad 

outlines have been accepted by a wide range of Libyans” (Amrani 2017). Europeans would be 

wise to back the UN process publicly and forcefully. They should warn potential spoilers that 

there would be consequences to pay if the accords break down and usher in a new devastating 

wave of violence. European efforts on their own will not bring about a diplomatic resolution, 

but if European leaders make stability in Libya a top priority, and if they use meaningful 

political capital to cajole the Americans into a more active role, then this could jump-start a 

moribund process and bring real results. 

 

Third, European leaders must take moral and rhetorical responsibility for the crisis and the 

abuses experienced by migrants. Migrant populations are suffering and dying in part due to 

dangerously shortsighted policies from Brussels and other European capitals. Until 

policymakers recognize their own personal accountability for these violations, little will 

change. Unfortunately, many European politicians feel constrained about what they can say 

due to the same nativist forces that are toppling establishment political parties. Rather than 

engage in an honest conversation about the human rights impact of the crisis on migrants, they 

choose to mischaracterize or obfuscate. For example, Estonia’s interior minister Andres Anvelt 

recently observed: “If we look at the flows of migrants across the Mediterranean a few months 

ago and now, the decrease in illegal migration has been big in numbers. We’ll have a discussion 

about how to have this success story going on” (Baczynska 2017). 

 

Therein lies the crux of the problem. If Europe continues to measure the success of its migration 

policy simply by whether fewer people are crossing the Mediterranean, this is a moral failure 

of the highest order. Likewise, if European leaders choose to appease populist resentment by 

outsourcing responsibility to Libyan militias rather than tackling these issues head-on, then the 

human cost of these policy choices will rise to even more shameful levels. It is imperative that 

leaders consider a new approach – a greater commitment to diplomacy and a more honest 

dialogue with their citizens. Otherwise, journalist accounts about slave auctions, mass 

executions, and rape will continue. 
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