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Introduction

The death of Muammar Gaddafi and his 42 years of autonomous rule leaves behind a country 
with no proven governmental institutions or political parties, little or no independent civil 
service and civil society, no tradition of civil rights, free speech or free media and a one-track 
economy almost wholly dependent on oil export revenues. What follows is an attempt to 
assess the impacts of the conflict on the EU Member states and the ACP countries of the 
neighbouring region. This document is structured in two parts: the first one describes the 
impact on EU Member states while the second one does it on ACP countries.

A. The political impact on EU Member states

Impact on regional security

The Arab Spring, including the Libyan revolution, presents a historically unique opportunity 
for the EU to foster stability, prosperity, and political pluralism in a region essential to 
Europe’s stability. Yet, in the short-term, these positive political developments at the national 
level may be accompanied by a rise in threats to regional security emanating from non-state 
actors, particularly the dissemination of conventional weapons. The EU has invited all 
relevant actors to ensure the security of any chemical weapons stockpiles, while continuing 
their destruction.

The EU has also underlined its commitment to cooperating with the countries of the Sahara-
Sahel region and implement its Sahel strategy in a swift and effective manner. The EU’s 
“Partnership for Democracy and Shared Prosperity”, which was presented on 8 March by the 
European Commission and the High Representative for Foreign and Security Policy (HRVP), 
also represents a welcome response to calls for support to newly reformist states in Europe’s 
southern neighbourhood.

However, some obstacles remain: Member states remain reluctant to step in with significant 
material backing to the governments brought in by the Arab Spring; trade access remains a 
promise rather than reality; hardening measures against illegal migration resonate poorly with 
Arab reformers; and, in some Arab states, a European preference for political stability and 
top-down managed reform clearly persists.

Impact on migration policies

Perhaps one of the most important short-run political effects of the Libyan conflict on the EU 
is the surge in illegal immigration that followed the political vacuum in Libya. This issue may 
resolve itself once stability returns to the country but the long-run issue of Libya as a major 
transit country for African migrants to Europe will likely remain, leaving southern EU 
member states to endure the tide.

Until the start of the Libyan conflict, the country was both a key point of departure for 
Europe-bound migrants as well as a destination in itself. The National Transitional Council 
(NCT) estimates that there are now around 3 million illegal immigrants in Libya, a country 
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with a population of 6.4 million. The International Organisation for Migration (IOM) places 
the figure at around 1.5 million. The economic pressure on them to make the crossing to 
Europe has likely increased as a result of the conflict, as perhaps has the political pressure on 
many sub-Saharan Africans suspected to be employed as mercenaries by the Gaddafi regime.

Since 2009 joint Libyan-Italian coastal patrols had helped reduce the number of migrants 
attempting the risky sea crossing to Europe from the Libyan coast. However, this border-
management arrangement is unlikely to survive Libya’s political transition and it should be 
expected that a new agreement will have to be negotiated between the EU and the country’s 
transitional government.

Impact on energy security

A secure, sustainable and competitive energy supply is of fundamental importance to the 
EU’s economy and society and a core goal of EU foreign and trade policy (85% of its oil 
demand and 65% of its natural gas demand are imported). Rising dependence on energy 
imports makes the EU’s task of securing a stable supply increasingly problematic, particularly 
with the increasing demands of the emerging economies

The Libyan conflict has hindered the country’s oil exports to the EU while also presenting a 
threat to the security of regional energy supplies, including natural gas deliveries from 
Algeria. Before the conflict, Libyan oil exports amounted to around 10% of total EU oil 
imports. However, countries like Austria, Italy and Ireland import over 20% of their oil from 
the country. This significant energy dependence on a continuously unstable area should 
constitute an important cause for concern for the EU.

Recent developments are promising, particularly the conclusive victory of the NTC forces 
over pro-Gaddafi fighters. Yet although this frees up the NCT to restart oil production, there 
is no way to reliably estimate a time frame for this as no clear picture currently exists of how 
much damage has been done to oil facilities. Although, the EU has little reason to be 
concerned about its security of energy supply the situation could however change 
dramatically should the Libyan revolution inspire a popular uprising in Algeria, the EU’s third 
most important supplier of natural gas, after Russia and Norway.

B. The political impact of the Libyan conflict on the ACP countries

No one knows how the conflict in Libya will end following the death of Colonel Gaddafi, but 
it will have serious consequences which the governments of the ACP countries, particularly 
those in the Sahelo-Saharan region (Mali, Niger and Chad, and, to a lesser degree, Mauritania, 
Sudan, Somalia and Eritrea), will find it difficult to deal with.

Humanitarian crisis

In October 2011, the International Organisation for Migration and the United Nations High 
Commission for Refugees estimated that more than 700 000 people had fled Libya to take 
refuge in neighbouring countries, including Niger (83 000), Chad (52 000) and Sudan (3 000). 
In addition to these migrants, there are also thousands of nationals of ACP countries (Malians, 
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Nigeriens, Senegalese, Ghanaians, Nigerians, Sudanese, Chadians, Mauritanians, etc.) who 
are stuck in transit centres in Libya and find themselves under threat because they are unjustly 
accused of being mercenaries paid by Gaddafi.

A humanitarian emergency is developing which calls for rapid responses, particularly from 
the IOM, UNHCR and the European Union, which are to be applauded for the help they have 
already provided in dealing with the humanitarian problems both within Libya and in 
neighbouring countries.

Problems for security and stability in the Sahelo-Saharan region

The popular uprising in Libya has meant that no one is in control of the huge military arsenal 
that previously belonged to the Libyan army. Vast quantities of weapons will increase the 
threat posed by the small terrorist groups, criminal groups and drug traffickers who have 
taken refuge in the Sahelo-Saharan belt. The fall of the Libyan regime has also brought the 
return of hundreds of mercenaries and fighters who are now potential recruits for groups 
linked to Al Qaeda Maghreb (AQMI), or for other groups that are rife in central Africa such 
as the Lord’s Resistance Army.

If it gains possession of all these weapons and new recruits, AQMI could increase its 
kidnappings of foreign nationals and attacks against Western interests.

A further security problem is posed by the threat of a resurgence of Tuareg irredentism, which 
has led to deadly rebellions in the last two years in countries like Mali, Niger and Mauritania. 
This risk is exacerbating the fragility of the Sahelo-Saharan region and could seriously 
undermine the stability or even the sovereignty of countries whose governments are already 
struggling to maintain their authority across the whole of their territory.

In order to confront these problems, all the development actors, and the European Union first 
and foremost, need to take action to step up the fight against terrorism, organised crime and 
drug trafficking, in particular by providing financial and logistical support for the Joint Staff 
Operational Committee (CEMOC) set up for this purpose in 2010 by Mauritania, Mali, Niger 
and Algeria.

Socio-economic repercussions

ACP migrants who previously worked in Libya, sending welcome funds to their own 
countries, are now rushing to return home, and this is creating a two-fold problem for their 
governments: first, the fact that this source of income has dried up clearly represents lost 
revenue for the State and lost support for many families, and second, these returning migrants 
need expensive support structures to help them reintegrate.

Likewise, tourism, which along with agriculture is one of the main economic activities in 
much of the Sahelo-Saharan area, including the entire northern third of Mali, for instance, is 
already slowing down as a result of AQMI’s operations. Any further deterioration in the 
security situation would bring this sector to a complete standstill, thus seriously disrupting the 
economic chain.
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Lastly, the fall of the Gaddafi regime raises another big question: what is going to happen to 
the many Libyan-financed development and investment projects that are already under way in 
a number of sub-Saharan African countries?

Conclusion

As we can see from the points set out above, the consequences of the collapse of Jamahiriya 
for the ACP countries are generally negative, even though some positives can be identified, 
particularly the probable end to financial support for certain terrorist groups such as Al-
Shabab in Somalia and the disappearance of an important refuge for armed groups which have 
used Libyan territory as a support base.

One way of mitigating the consequences described might come from the EU-Sahel Strategy 
presented in Brussels on 19 January 2011 by the European Union High Representative for 
Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. The strategy focuses on four strands of action: 
commitment to development, conflict resolution and good governance; closer regional 
cooperation; strengthening States’ security capacity (mainly in Mali, Mauritania and Niger); 
and countering extremism and radicalisation.


