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Introduction
Libya has been in turmoil since the top-
pling of its long-term leader, Muammar 
Qaddafi, following the mass uprising in 
Libya in February 2011, which was part 
of the wider wave of protests and revolts 
in the Middle East and North Africa 
known as the ‘Arab Spring’. The power 
vacuum in the aftermath of the uprising 
eventually led to an internationalized 
civil war where foreign actors provided 
support in the form of money, weapons, 
and boots on the ground for opposing 
sides of the conflict. This support turned 
Libya into a battleground for geopolitical 
rivalries and competition for influence.1 
The political uncertainty that persists 
today makes peace among Libya’s  
actors fragile, and the risk of violent  
escalation makes the region one of the 
most volatile in the world. 

The preferences and aims of interna-
tional stakeholders who have actively 
sought to shape the outcome of the 
conflict require close examination to  
explain conflict dynamics fully. Türkiye 
has been one of the actors involved in 
the conflict and has impacted conflict 
dynamics through its various interven-
tions. Ankara’s military involvement has 
attracted wide international attention 
on the strategies and goals the Turkish 
government has pursued in Libya and 
the broader region.2 

This Briefing Paper examines Turkish 
foreign policy in Libya. The paper begins 
by establishing the political rationale 
behind Ankara’s Libya policy, identifying 
key foreign policy drivers, and examin-
ing the role of Libya in Ankara’s foreign 
policy formulations in the wider region. 
It then investigates Türkiye’s involvement 
in the Libyan conflict, identifying ways 
in which Ankara engaged with Libyan 
actors and with a particular focus on 
Turkish military engagement, as well  
as international reactions. The paper 
concludes by highlighting the potential 
future trajectory regarding Ankara’s  
policies in Libya and reiterates the  
significance of dialogue and national 
reconciliation efforts towards sustainable 
peace in the country.

It draws on extensive document 
analysis and desk research, including a 
review of relevant literature, news articles, 
and other written sources. Interviews 
with key political and government figures 
further inform the paper.

Türkiye’s policy in Libya: 
key drivers and actors
Historically, Libya has been strategically 
important for Turkish influence in the 

Overview
This Briefing Paper examines Türkiye’s strategy in Libya,  
focusing on Ankara’s objectives in the country and the wider 
region, and its foreign policy instruments, including its mili-
tary engagement. Libya’s troubled and divided political 
landscape makes peace among its actors fragile, with politi-
cal uncertainty and the risk of violent escalation rendering 
the region one of the most volatile in the world. Türkiye has 
been one of these actors, seeking influence through various 
interventions. The paper shows that Türkiye’s policy reflects 
geopolitical and domestic drivers, as well as overall trends 
towards a more muscular approach in Ankara’s foreign policy 
formulation. It also provides insights into Türkiye’s role in 
Libya, contributing to the broader understanding of the polit-
ical stalemate in the country.

Key findings 
  There are three key drivers of Türkiye’s engagement  

with Libya: 

  economic—particularly re-securing previous deals  
between Turkish businesses and the government of Libya; 

  geopolitical—as a counterbalance to the Eastern  
Mediterranean Gas Forum, among others; and 

  the ruling government’s Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) policy preferences in the wider region—shoring up 
domestic political support with a more muscular foreign 
policy, including direct sales of military equipment. 

  Turkish efforts directly influenced the direction of the con-
flict in line with its preferences. Turkish military equipment 
and expertise allowed the UN-recognized, Tripoli-based 
Government of National Accord (GNA) to successfully 
counter General Khalifa Haftar and his Libyan Arab Armed 
Forces’ (LAAF) campaign to capture Tripoli in 2020. 

  Ankara has continued to back the Tripoli government, and 
that support was instrumental in allowing Prime Minister 
Abdul Hamid Dabaiba and his Government of National 
Unity (GNU) to maintain power. 

  Türkiye has increased engagement with Libya’s eastern 
actors to secure its geopolitical and economic interests in 
the east of the country. Ankara is positioning itself as a 
bridge-builder between the eastern and western factions in 
Libya, seeking a central role as a mediator between the two.
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Mediterranean and North Africa. Most 
notably, the Ottoman Turks expanded 
their dominance in North Africa in the 
16th century by establishing the Eyalet  
of Tripolitania,3 which encompasses  
today’s Tripoli region. Tripolitania and 
Cyrenaica were the last North African 
lands to remain in Ottoman possession. 
They were ceded to Italy in the Treaty of 
Ouchy in 1912, the peace treaty that 
ended the Turco-Italian war of 1911 to 
1912 (Kinross, 1977, pp. 588–89). That 
history and the geostrategic importance 
of Libya for the expansion and main-
tenance of the Turkish area of influence  
in the Mediterranean and North Africa 
remain important factors in the modern-
day Turkish policy towards Libya.

The role of Libya in the post-
cold-war re-assessments of 
Turkish foreign policy 
There was significant momentum in the 
1980s when Turkish policymakers began 

actively engaging with Libya to develop 
bilateral ties after Libya gained independ-
ence. Most notably, Prime Minister Turgut 
Özal visited Libya in 1984 to develop 
economic relations (Ataman, 2002, p. 137; 
Ertosun, 2016, pp. 59–60).4 This policy 
was consistent with broader trends in 
Turkish political economy and foreign 
policy in the 1980s and was a precursor 
to Türkiye’s increasing engagement with 
the African continent. It later led to the 
development of the ‘opening to Africa’ 
policy in the late 1990s and the early 
2000s (İpek, 2014, pp. 416–22; Özkan 
and Akgün, 2010, pp. 532–33). Türkiye’s 
interest in Africa, and the prominent 
role of Libya in this context, had a domi-
nant economic drive related to Türkiye’s 
transformation into a ‘trading state’.5 
Specifically, changes in the Turkish  
political economy—starting in the 1980s 
with President Özal’s liberal economic 
programme and a shift toward export-
oriented growth—eventually made Africa 
an attractive destination for Türkiye’s 
search for new markets abroad and Libya 
a strategic gateway to sub-Saharan Africa 

(İpek, 2014, pp. 415–16, 419–21; Kaya, 
2022, pp. 37–38; Özkan, 2012, p. 118; 
Tziarras, 2022, pp. 72–78). 

In the 1990s, successive Turkish 
governments sought to develop bilateral 
relations with Libya in line with their for-
eign policy agendas. A notable example 
was Turkish Prime Minister Necmettin 
Erbakan’s policy to build closer ties with 
the Islamic world. This led Prime Minister 
Erbakan to include Libya as a part of his 
Africa tour in 1996, aiming to develop 
economic and political relations (Hale, 
2013, p. 228). Erbakan’s visit did not  
go as expected after Libya’s President 
Qaddafi fiercely criticized Turkish poli-
cies, including Türkiye’s ties to NATO and 
the United States, and openly called for 
the establishment of an independent 
Kurdish state (Çakır, 2020; Kinzer, 1996).6 
Despite diplomatic tensions, Libya con-
tinued to play an important role in the 
post-cold-war re-assessments of Turkish 
foreign policy that envisaged Türkiye as 
an inter-civilizational powerhouse.7 In 
the early 2000s, for example, Foreign 
Minister Ismail Cem visited Libya to  

GREECE

Lebanese
EEZ

Damascus

Nicosia

Athens

Syrian
EEZ

LEBANON

M e d i t e r r a n e a n  S e a

Greek EEZ

Libyan
EEZ

Egyptian EEZ

Cypriot EEZ

Turkish EEZ

Lebanese
EEZ

Syrian
EEZ

Israeli
EEZ

Damascus

Athens

Amman

Cairo

Nicosia

Beirut
LEBANON

CYPRUS

ISRAEL
JORDAN

SAUDI
ARABIA

LIBYA

GREECE

SYRIA

EGYPT

TÜRKIYE

200 km 

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ)
Turkish EEZ and EEZ claim
including contested areas
Area of contested
Turkish Republic of
Northern Cyprus* claim
National capital
Not internationally recognized *

Map 1 Eastern Mediterranean

Source: Republic of Türkiye DoC (2020). Base map data source: OpenStreetMap



Turkish Foreign Policy in Libya 5

revitalize bilateral relations, including 
strengthening mechanisms for economic 
cooperation and developing political  
cooperation in regional matters of mutual 
concern (Hürriyet, 2001). It was reported 
that during the meeting, there was a 
mutual emphasis on ‘deep historical ties 
that bring together peoples of Türkiye and 
Libya’ and that his Libyan counterparts 
suggested Türkiye obtain the status of 
observer in the African Union, a pro-
posal which was welcomed by the Turkish 
side for being in line with Türkiye’s newly 
developed ‘opening to Africa’ policy 
(Hürriyet, 2001; Kavas, 2011, p. 52). 

The development of Türkiye’s Africa 
policy and Libya’s role in that policy 
provide a good case to see post-cold-
war re-formulations of the Turkish foreign 
policy agenda. Turks have long-standing 
historical ties to Africa, particularly in 
the northern and eastern regions, which 
were important parts of the transcontinen-
tal Ottoman Empire and were governed 
from Istanbul for centuries.8 In the for-
eign policy agenda of modern Türkiye, 
however, a clear policy towards Africa 
was only developed in the 1990s. This 
agenda was marked by the declaration 
of the Africa Action Plan of 1998, and the 
‘Year of Africa in Turkey’ in 2005, which 
initiated Türkiye’s ‘opening to Africa’ 
and aimed to strengthen Türkiye’s politi-
cal and economic ties with the continent 
(Süsler and Alden, 2022, p. 602).9

By the end of the 1990s and into  
the early 2000s, Turkish foreign policy-
makers often emphasized capitalizing 
on Türkiye’s potential to emerge as a  
regional leader and a global actor. There 
was also a strong emphasis on using 
‘civilizational’ assets available to Türkiye 
to generate influence in Türkiye’s neigh-
bourhood. For example, Foreign Minister 
İsmail Cem—who was foreign minister 
from 1997 to 2002 and the main figure 
in the development of the Africa Action 
Plan of 1998—argued that Turkish for-
eign policy lacked attention to Turkish 
‘historical geography’ encompassing 
‘North Africa and going all the way to 
Sudan’ as among the regions where Turks 
had cultural and historical connections 
(Dündar, 2008, p. 206). As a result, Cem 
argued, Türkiye had been ‘alienated from 
its [historical] roots’ and unable to use 
‘civilizational’ assets available to it to 
exercise effective foreign policy, conse-
quently aiming to broaden the scope of 
Turkish foreign policy to include a diplo-
matic offensive on the African continent 
(Cem, 2001, p. 3; Kinzer, 1998). 

Writing as an academic before he 
became a key figure within the AKP,  
Ahmet Davutoğlu10 took these points 
further, claiming that establishing or  
re-establishing close relations with Africa 

was ‘inevitable’ (Davutoğlu, 2001, p. 208). 
He argued that, in the context of the 
post-cold-war re-orientation of Turkish 
foreign policy, having friends in Africa 
could translate into greater political  
influence in international forums such as 
the UN General Assembly, where ‘the pres-
ence of African states is felt’ significantly 
(Davutoğlu, 2001, p. 208). According to 
the diplomat whom Ankara tasked to 
draft the 1998 Africa Action Plan, that 
plan was born out of a desire to explain 
Turkish policies to African states better 
and mobilize international support in 
favour of the Turkish positions such as 
on the Cyprus dispute (Hazar, 2016,  
pp. 10–12). Within this context, the 
Turkish foreign policymaking elite saw 
establishing closer relations with Libya 
as driven by economic interests and  
geopolitical motivations related to the 
post-cold-war re-assessments of Türkiye’s 
role in the region. 

Türkiye–Libya relations in 
the pre-Arab Spring AKP 
era and the policy of ‘zero 
problems with neighbours’
In the Turkish domestic arena, the AKP’s 
rise to power as a party with conservative 
and Islamist roots going back to Erbakan’s 
milli görüş (national outlook) movement 
sparked debates on the role of religion 
in Turkish foreign policy agenda, as the 
AKP elite emphasized identity and  
history as key components of Türkiye’s 
new and pragmatic approach to foreign 
policy (Öniş and Yılmaz, 2009, pp. 8–13). 
Specifically, the AKP’s framing of a ‘new 
Türkiye’ attracted popular and academic 
attention as to whether the changes in 
Ankara’s approach could be characterized 
as having ‘neo-Ottoman’ tendencies—
defined as a desire to portray Türkiye as 
the natural leader of the people who 
share a common Ottoman cultural and 
historical heritage (Özkan, 2014, p. 128; 
Sözen, 2010, pp. 104, 106–08; Yavuz, 
2016). This approach is reflected in  
Türkiye’s policy towards Libya, as foreign 
policymakers within the AKP pursued 
closer relations with the Middle East 
and North Africa in line with the AKP’s 
formulation of the ‘zero-problems-with-
neighbours’ policy (Özkan, 2014, p. 132).11 

The Turkish policy towards the  
Middle East and North Africa in the pre-
Arab Spring AKP era had two prominent 
dimensions. First, there was an economic 
dimension, with policy aimed at foster-
ing transnational trade and economic 
interdependence. Second, there was a 
cultural dimension based on cultural  
affinity and Muslim fraternity, with policy 

designed to promote closer political ties 
(Öniş, 2012, p. 46). Libya ticked both 
boxes. It shares common Ottoman his-
tory and ties based on identity and is a 
strategic ally in North Africa for Türkiye to 
develop its newly formed Africa policy, 
as well as an important trade partner in 
the Mediterranean (see Map 1). 

Following the AKP’s rise to power in 
Türkiye in the 2000s—corresponding with 
Libya normalizing its relations with the 
West and discontinuing its weapons of 
mass destruction programme—bilateral 
relations between Türkiye and Libya sig-
nificantly improved (Gaub, 2014, p. 42). 
In Tripoli in 2009, then Prime Minister 
Erdoğan, accompanied by a large group 
of business leaders and government 
ministers, highlighted that the Turkish 
government saw Libya as a vital partner in 
Türkiye’s ‘opening to Africa’ policy (Sabah, 
2009). He underlined the importance  
of enhancing political and economic  
cooperation in the Mediterranean, sign-
ing bilateral agreements covering vari-
ous sectors (Sabah, 2009). Reportedly, 
Qaddafi praised Prime Minister Erdoğan 
for storming out of a heated debate with 
Israel’s President Shimon Peres at the 
Davos forum earlier that year regarding 
Israel’s actions in Gaza (Sabah, 2009). 
Consequently, the trade volume between 
Türkiye and Libya steadily increased, 
with Turkish exports to Libya rising from 
USD 95.5 million in 2000 to more than 
USD 1.9 billion by 2010, before the Arab 
Spring (WITS, n.d.a; n.d.b).

Türkiye’s reaction to the 2011 
uprising in Libya and the 
geopolitical and economic 
drivers of Turkish policy in 
the post-Arab Spring period 
When the uprising began in Libya in 
February 2011, it presented Ankara with 
a dilemma: whether to express support 
for the protesters at the risk of antagoniz-
ing Qaddafi or to avoid vocal criticism  
if he managed to restore order (Öniş, 
2012, pp. 46, 52; Tocci et al., 2011, p. 30). 
Initially, Ankara was hesitant to criticize 
Qaddafi, and Prime Minister Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan publicly opposed a potential 
NATO intervention, asking ‘What business 
does NATO have in Libya?’ (Hürriyet, 2011). 
The reluctance of Turkish policymakers 
to criticize the Libyan regime was related 
to concerns about the safe evacuation 
of Turkish citizens from Libya and the 
adverse political consequences the 
Turkish government would potentially 
have faced in the domestic arena if harm 
to Turkish nationals had occurred there.12 
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Turkish policymakers were also cau-
tious about jeopardizing the mutually 
beneficial relationship they had built 
with Qaddafi before the Arab Spring, 
which allowed trade to flourish. It soon 
became clear, however, that Qaddafi 
would no longer be able to restore power. 
In particular, the adoption of the UN  
Security Council (UNSC) Resolution 1973 
(2011) authorizing all necessary meas-
ures to protect civilians (UNSC, 2011a; 
2011c) became the first instance of a 
UN-approved military intervention 
based on the Responsibility to Protect. 
The increasing possibility of interven-
tion—with or without Turkish participa-
tion—consequently led Prime Minister 
Erdoğan to quickly change his position 
in favour of a NATO intervention in Libya 
to ensure that ‘Libya belongs to Libyans’ 
(Cumhuriyet, 2011). 

Since the uprising, the policies  
followed by Ankara have aimed to main-
tain and strengthen Turkish influence in 
Libya and in the wider region. Strong eco-
nomic interests drove Ankara’s engage-
ment with Libya in the post-Arab Spring 

period, as the Turkish government was, 
and remains, particularly interested in 
re-securing the pre-Arab Spring deals 
with the Qaddafi regime. Those deals 
were in a variety of sectors, including 
security, energy, and construction (Assad, 
2022; 2024; Daily Sabah, 2020). As was 
the case before Qaddafi’s fall, the sup-
port of Libya remains strategically impor-
tant for Türkiye’s aspirations of boosting 
its influence, not only in the eastern 
Mediterranean but also in sub-Saharan 
Africa, where Türkiye has been an increas-
ingly prominent actor in recent years.13 
Major Turkish firms have sought to ben-
efit from Ankara’s close relations with 
Tripoli. On numerous occasions, Turkish 
business leaders have emphasized the 
importance of Libya, underlining that 
Libya is Türkiye’s gateway to Africa and 
welcoming the development of Ankara’s 
ties with Tripoli (TRT, 2021b). Large private 
firms in Türkiye, supported by Ankara, 
have sought to expand their operations 
in Libya, taking advantage of the favour-
able conditions created by close relations 
with Tripoli (TRT, 2021b). 

There are signs that this engagement 
is paying off. Turkish firms now represent 
potential challengers to the influence 
and presence of rival Western firms  
operating in Libya. They are particularly 
interested in developing and investing 
in strategic transport hubs, such as in 
the Libyan port city of Misrata, where 
their European counterparts—major 
French firms, for instance—have also 
had active engagement.14 Re-securing 
pre-Arab Spring deals Türkiye had with 
the Qaddafi regime, and striking new 
deals to maximize mutual economic 
gains with Libya’s new political leader-
ship, are key economic drivers of Ankara’s 
Libya policy. 

The geopolitics of the 
eastern Mediterranean  
and Ankara’s projection of 
hard power 
Turkish foreign policy towards Libya 
also illustrates broader trends in Turkish 
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foreign policy behaviour. In recent years, 
there has arguably been a shift from an 
emphasis on soft power and multilater-
alism in the early days of the AKP gov-
ernment to a more hawkish approach 
based on the use of military instruments 
to achieve foreign policy aims—unilater-
ally, if necessary (Kutlay and Öniş, 2021, 
p. 1101; Mehmetcik and Çelik, 2021; 
Süsler, 2022). Observers have identified 
various drivers, such as pursuing strategic 
autonomy and developing and increas-
ing the impact of a military–industrial 
complex in the Turkish domestic arena 
(Mehmetcik and Çelik, 2021). Observable 
indicators in terms of foreign policy  
behaviour include Türkiye’s use of mili-
tary instruments to shape conflicts in its 
neighbourhood, such as the civil wars  
in Libya and Syria and the war between 
Armenia and Azerbaijan over Nagorno-
Karabakh (Fahim, 2020). This behaviour 
represents a change from the ‘zero-
problems-with-neighbours’ foreign policy 
approach of the AKP’s earlier years when 
policymakers emphasized generating 
influence by non-coercive means through 
soft power. Many scholars described 
Türkiye in that era as a benign actor  
interested in raising its attractiveness in 
its neighbourhood.15 

Libya is a good case for seeing these 
changes in Turkish foreign policy and how 
Ankara has formulated security-oriented 
policies in the eastern Mediterranean. 
Most notably, the Turkish government 
has followed policies with reference to 
‘Mavi Vatan’ (Blue Homeland), a concept 
developed by naval commanders and 
associated with Turkish arguments regard-
ing overlapping territorial claims in the 
eastern Mediterranean (Yaycı, 2022). It is 
framed as a defensive strategy calling for 
Ankara to pursue a muscular and asser-
tive approach to secure its geopolitical 
interests within its expansive maritime 
borders—its Mavi Vatan (see Map 2). The 
key figures involved in the development 
of this naval strategy, Cihat Yaycı and 
Cem Gürdeniz, have described Libya as 
a crucial partner for Türkiye to secure its 
geopolitical interests—including control 
over hydrocarbon resources in the east-
ern Mediterranean—and argued that a 
maritime jurisdictional agreement between 
Türkiye and Libya would greatly serve the 
interests of both countries (Gürdeniz, 
2020, p. 86; Yaycı, 2011, pp. 38–39).

The clearest sign of the influence of 
the concept of Mavi Vatan in Turkish mili-
tary strategy and foreign policy was the 
‘Blue Homeland 2019’ military exercise. 
The exercise was a major display of Turk-
ish military capabilities in the Aegean, 
Black Sea, and eastern Mediterranean 
(Daily Sabah, 2019). It also foreshadowed 

the subsequent maritime demarcation 
and military cooperation agreements 
Türkiye signed with Libya and its Tripoli-
based GNA in 2019, which aimed, in sig-
nificant part, to expand Türkiye’s area of 
influence in the eastern Mediterranean 
and strengthen its presence in Libya.  
Arguably, the 2019 maritime deal16 was 
more about solidifying Turkish claims in 
the eastern Mediterranean than it was 
about Türkiye’s presence in the Libyan 
conflict. The agreement, which triggered 
protests from Cyprus, Egypt, and Greece, 
showed that Türkiye viewed Libya as a 
crucial strategic partner who could sup-
port Turkish positions in the dispute 
over continental shelf entitlements and 
overlapping claims over exclusive eco-
nomic zones in the eastern Mediterranean 
(Dalay, 2021; Reuters, 2020a; 2020b; 
Aydıntaşbaş and Ülgen, 2020). 

Türkiye’s military  
involvement in Libya in the 
context of competition for 
influence in the Middle 
East and North Africa
Türkiye’s involvement in Libya can also 
be seen in the context of regional rival-
ries and the policy preferences of the 
AKP government in the Middle East and 
North Africa. The Turkish government pro-
vided military support for the GNA when 
the GNA faced a threat from General 
Haftar, who had launched a military  
offensive with the aim to capture Tripoli 
in 2019 (Lacher, 2019, pp. 10, 14). For 
the Turkish government, supporting the 
GNA also meant countering the influence 
of other external powers backing General 
Haftar, notably Russia and Egypt.17 

How Türkiye and Egypt supported and 
armed opposing sides in Libya is an illus-
trative example. The maritime agree-
ment signed between Egypt and Greece 
on 6 August 2020, designating an exclu-
sive economic zone between the two 
countries, directly responded to the 2019 
agreement between Türkiye and the GNA 
(Mourad, 2020). As such, it should be 
read as an indicator of regional rivalry, 
in Libya and the eastern Mediterranean. 
The tensions between Cairo and Ankara 
can be traced back to the aftermath of 
the July 2013 coup d’état in Egypt, when 
Ankara sided with Islamists aligned with 
the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and 
cut all diplomatic ties with Cairo (Aydın-
Düzgit, 2014). To a significant extent, this 
had to do with ideological affinity and 
was in line with the broader trends in the 
AKP’s policy preference for connecting 

with Islamist movements, such as the 
Muslim Brotherhood, which had increased 
its prominence following the uprisings in 
2011 (Dalacoura, 2021, p. 1134). 

It also had to do with how a military 
coup d’état toppled Mohammed Morsi’s 
government in Egypt. Given Türkiye’s  
political history with military coups,  
it was not difficult to draw parallels  
between the two countries’ experiences 
with military coups overthrowing popu-
larly elected governments.18 Arguably,  
a part of the AKP’s strategy was about 
‘coup-proofing’ the Turkish political 
landscape.19 Following the Egyptian 
coup, the Turkish government refused  
to recognize Abdel Fattah el-Sisi as the 
legitimate leader of the country and 
showed support for ousted Morsi.20 This 
support was evident in the Rabaa hand 
gesture,21 which was popularized by 
Turkish Prime Minister Erdoğan and 
used to show solidarity with the Muslim 
Brotherhood supporters killed in the 
Egyptian security forces’ raids on camps 
in Cairo’s Rabaa Square on 14 August 
2013 (Zelinsky, 2013). Tensions were 
raised to the point that the new govern-
ment in Cairo expelled Türkiye’s ambas-
sador in November 2013. Normalization 
started only in 2021, and it was not until 
2023 that Türkiye and Egypt sent ambas-
sadors to each other’s capitals for the 
first time within a decade (Daragahi, 
2024; Hayatsever and Awadalla, 2023). 

As in the case of Turkish policy in 
Egypt, the Turkish government also sided 
with actors with a shared political and 
ideological affinity in Libya. Specifically, 
one can point to the prominence of polit-
ical Islam in both the GNA and the AKP 
as one of the factors that could poten-
tially explain the Turkish government’s 
strong preference for the GNA over rival 
actors. In addition to ideological reasons, 
the GNA was the UN-recognized govern-
ment and therefore had international  
legitimacy. In contrast, other actors were 
proxies of several countries trying to cap-
ture power due to the vacuum created 
during the Libyan civil war. In the con-
text of geopolitical rivalries, the success 
of the GNA meant that Ankara’s interests 
would prevail over the interests of Cairo, 
who provided arms to General Haftar in 
his pursuit of dominance in Libya. 

Indeed, the Turkish government has 
explicitly referenced that its interventions 
were designed to counter the influence 
of other actors involved in the Libyan 
conflict. Speaking at a memorial prayer 
in Istanbul held after the death of Morsi 
in June 2019, Turkish President Erdoğan 
referred to Morsi as ‘our martyr’ and con-
demned Egyptian President el-Sisi as a 
‘tyrant’ (Sabah, 2019). In a subsequent 
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press conference, President Erdoğan  
explained that Türkiye was providing 
arms to the GNA because the GNA lacked 
defensive capabilities to defend itself 
against its rivals, implicitly referring to 
foreign powers backing forces associated 
with General Haftar, including Egypt.  
He said that the arms Türkiye provided 
helped establish a balance of power in 
the conflict (Daragahi, 2019). 

Consequently, the rivalry in the east-
ern Mediterranean between Türkiye and 
Egypt was transformed into a power strug-
gle where Ankara and Cairo supported 
opposing actors in Libya. It should also be 
noted that the rapprochement between 
Türkiye and Egypt after a decade of ten-
sion showed some signs of mutual com-
mitment to working on differences and 
achieving more cooperation regarding 
their Libya policies (Reuters, 2023b). 

Domestic political  
contestation in Türkiye 
regarding Türkiye’s military 
engagement in Libya
Ankara’s military engagement also 
sparked debates in Turkish domestic 
politics. In parliamentary debates,  
opposition parties in Türkiye expressed 
concerns about making Türkiye a party  
to the civil war and the consequences 
of direct military involvement. They  
criticized the government for pursuing 
adventurist policies and for picking 
sides in the conflict, questioned whether 
military involvement was justified, and 
highlighted potential adverse conse-
quences, including prolonging war and 
violence in Libya.22 At the Committee  
on Foreign Affairs of the Grand National 
Assembly of Türkiye, members of the main 
opposition party, the Republican People’s 
Party (CHP), opposed the military coop-
eration agreement with the GNA (TBMM, 
2019, pp. 11–15). They highlighted the 
ideological undertones of the AKP’s sup-
port for the GNA and argued that Ankara’s 
military support was an attempt to help 
the AKP’s political ally in the region rather 
than being necessary for Turkish national 
security.23 In January 2020, all major  
opposition parties voted against the bill 
that authorized the government to deploy 
troops in Libya (Reuters, 2020b). 

When asked about the Turkish gov-
ernment’s policies in Libya in 2023, Ünal 
Çeviköz, the CHP’s deputy chair and prin-
cipal advisor on foreign affairs, said that 
the Turkish government did not pursue  
a consistent policy and picked sides 
rather than gaining the trust of all parties 
involved in the conflict. He also stated 

that a consistent policy would involve 
an approach that is not ideologically 
driven and would allow Türkiye to gain 
the trust of all sides of the conflict as a 
successful mediator. 24 The CHP raised 
similar points in the parliamentary dis-
cussion regarding President Erdoğan’s 
motion in November 2023 to extend the 
mandate of Turkish troops in Libya for a 
further 24 months from 2 January 2024. 
Specifically, voting against the motion, 
the main opposition party questioned the 
basis and necessity of the deployment 
of Turkish troops in Libya. It criticized 
the government for adventurism and lack 
of transparency in formulating the Libya 
policy (TBMM, 2023, pp. 21–23). This 
motion to extend the mandate of troops 
passed despite opposition. It again 
showed clear differences of views about 
Türkiye’s Libya policy, especially regard-
ing the deployment of Turkish troops in 
the country (Hürriyet Daily News, 2023). 

Development of Turkish 
policy in response to  
political fragmentation  
and continued divisions in 
Libya since 2021
After General Haftar’s failed advance  
on Tripoli in 2019, the Berlin Interna-
tional Conference on Libya occurred on 
19 January 2020. The UN and the German 
government co-chaired the conference 
and brought together representatives of 
Algeria, China, the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo, Egypt, France, Germany, Italy, 
the Russian Federation, Türkiye, United 
Arab Emirates, the United Kingdom, the 
United States, and high-level representa-
tives of the African Union, Arab League, 
European Union (EU), and UN (UNSMIL, 
2020a, para. 1). The Conference had the 
objective to reach a consensus among 
concerned parties regarding the resolu-
tion of the Libyan conflict. It underscored 
that only a ‘Libyan-led and Libyan-owned 
political process can end the conflict and 
bring lasting peace’ (UNSMIL, 2020a, 
paras. 3, 5). The participants recognized 
the central role of the UN in facilitating 
the political process, in line with the 
Libyan Political Agreement of 2015, and 
made commitments to refrain from inter-
ference in the armed conflict (UNSMIL, 
2020a, paras. 6–7). 

On 23 October 2020, Libya’s rival 
forces in the five-plus-five joint military 
committee, comprised of representatives 
from the Libyan Army of the GNA and 
the general command of the LAAF,25 
agreed on a ceasefire (UNSMIL, 2020b). 
Subsequently, in November 2020, based 

on the UNSC Resolution 2510 (2020), 
which endorsed the conclusions of the 
Berlin International Conference on Libya, 
the UN facilitated the Libyan Political  
Dialogue Forum (LPDF), which brought 
together a diverse group of representa-
tives from the social and political spec-
trum of the Libyan society (UNSMIL, 
2024). The LPDF agreed on a political 
roadmap to democratic national elec-
tions to be held on 24 December 2021, 
which was the date chosen to mark the 
70th anniversary of Libya’s declaration of 
independence (UNSMIL, 2024). 

In March 2021, Libya’s unity govern-
ment, the GNU, was formed out of the 
UN-backed LPDF, and Dabaiba was 
sworn in as the interim prime minister 
(UNSC, 2021b, paras. 2, 5–6). His task 
was to prepare the country for general 
elections at the end of the year; however, 
the elections did not materialize for var-
ious reasons, including a failure to agree 
on the framework for electoral rules. As 
explained by a former political and con-
stitutional advisor to the UN Support 
Mission in Libya (UNSMIL), ‘[t]he process 
was beleaguered by two interrelated  
issues: differences over the idea of hold-
ing a presidential election in the current 
context, and the resulting failure to reach 
the required consensus on a framework 
for elections’ (Hammady, 2022). 

In early 2022, the Libyan House of 
Representatives (HOR), the eastern-
based parliament, appointed Fathi 
Bashagha as prime minister to lead the 
newly formed Government of National 
Stability (GNS). They argued that Prime 
Minister Dabaiba’s mandate had  
ended in December 2021. In response, 
Prime Minister Dabaiba refused to step 
down, saying he would only hand over 
power after a national election (The 
Guardian, 2022). 

While an in-depth analysis of Libyan 
politics, actors, and processes is beyond 
the scope of this Briefing Paper, it is  
important to understand that Libya  
remains deeply divided politically. The 
political instability which has endured 
for an extended period has been fuelled 
by the emergence of two rival govern-
ments in the east and the west, each 
claiming power and legitimacy and sup-
ported by armed militias and different 
foreign governments. 

Regarding Ankara’s reactions to  
ongoing divisions in the country, the 
Turkish government has continued to 
back the government in Tripoli. They  
regard Prime Minister Dabaiba as a 
strategic ally who can help secure key 
Turkish economic and geopolitical inter-
ests in the eastern Mediterranean (TRT, 
2024). Prime Minister Dabaiba, in turn, 
has described Türkiye as a ‘friend and ally’ 
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(Aydemir, 2021). In addition to political 
affinity with the AKP, the Dabaiba family 
has a rapport with Ankara. Prime Minis-
ter Dabaiba and his cousin once held 
leading positions in Libyan state-owned 
institutions and companies involved in 
infrastructure development—the Libyan 
Investment and Development Holding 
Company (LIDCO) and the Organization for 
Development of Administrative Centres, 
respectively. They held these positions 
at a time when major construction deals 
were awarded to Turkish state-backed 
companies during the Qaddafi era  
(Al Jazeera, 2021; Harchaoui, 2021).

Ankara’s support for Prime Minister 
Dabaiba serves its economic interests 
and goals of re-securing pre-Arab Spring 
deals and geopolitical interests in the 
eastern Mediterranean. Shortly after  
assuming power, Prime Minister Dabaiba 
announced the ‘Reviving Life’ develop-
ment plan, which prioritized reviving 
stalled LIDCO projects implemented by 
construction companies with close con-
nections to the Turkish government.26 
Another notable example is the Memo-

randum of Understanding (MoU) between 
Türkiye and Libya’s GNU on oil and gas, 
or hydrocarbon, exploration signed in 
October 2022, based on the 2019 mari-
time agreement between Türkiye and 
Libya’s GNA (see Map 3). This agree-
ment was signed despite contestation 
by some EU states, such as Greece and 
France (France 24, 2022). There was  
domestic opposition in Libya as well by 
those who dispute the ability of the GNU 
to sign international agreements, again 
demonstrating the extent of political  
divisions in Libya (Assad, 2023a).

Prime Minister Dabaiba has also 
benefited from a close relationship with 
Ankara as Turkish support—especially 
military support—has helped secure his 
government against his rivals. For exam-
ple, the defence deal signed between 
Türkiye and Libya’s GNU in October 2022 
has the stated aim to ‘boost the capacity 
of Libya’s air force using Turkish expertise’ 
(Hurriyet Daily News, 2022). This included 
the sale of Turkish combat drones to  
improve the GNU’s military capabilities 
against its rivals (Tastekin, 2022a). 

At the same time, the Turkish gov-
ernment also had strong ties with the 
eastern parliament’s former Prime Min-
ister Bashagha (Çavuşoğlu, 2022). With 
Türkiye’s military support, Prime Minister 
Bashagha played a central role in defend-
ing Tripoli against General Haftar’s offen-
sive when he was the GNA’s interior 
minister (Çavuşoğlu, 2022; Lewis, 2020). 
After a falling out with the GNA, he cut a 
deal with Aguila Saleh Issa, the speaker 
of the pro-Haftar HOR, to secure his  
position as the GNS prime minister in 
February 2022 (Bourhrous, 2022; Winer, 
2022). Prime Minister Bashagha pub-
licly argued that the GNU Prime Minister  
Dabaiba lacked legitimacy and referred 
to the suspicions of corruption during the 
closed vote under the UN-led election 
process in Geneva (UK House of Commons 
Foreign Affairs Committee, 2022, Q1). 
He also pointed to the inquiry of the UN 
Panel of Experts on Libya (the Panel), 
which found some evidence of bribery 
but kept the details of the findings  
confidential (UNSC, 2021a, Annex 13). 
After Prime Minister Bashagha and his 
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allies failed to challenge Prime Mini-
ster Dabaiba successfully, Bashagha  
was removed from his position by the 
eastern-based parliament in May 2023 
(Al Jazeera, 2023).

For the Turkish government, in addi-
tion to the mutually beneficial relation-
ship Ankara built with Prime Minister 
Dabaiba, one of the main drivers for the 
preference of the Tripoli government is 
the international legitimacy of the GNU. 
Answering a question on Turkish prefer-
ences in Libya in a media interview, 
Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu 
said that Bashagha was close to their 
heart due to his role in the defence of 
Tripoli. Political legitimacy, however, 
rested in the hands of Prime Minister 
Dabaiba and the GNU. He then chal-
lenged those who questioned Prime 
Minister Dabaiba’s ability to sign inter-
national agreements, underlining that 
the GNU held legitimate power under 
the UN process and that Prime Minister 
Dabaiba was invited to international 
meetings to represent Libya (Çavuşoğlu, 
2022). Unsurprisingly, the Turkish gov-
ernment has strongly emphasized the 
legitimacy of the GNU since Ankara has 
signed multiple agreements with the 
Tripoli government that favour Turkish 
economic and geopolitical interests. 
Prime Minister Dabaiba has allowed 
Türkiye to expand its influence in Libya 
over the years. 

On the other hand, Turkish leader-
ship recognizes that Prime Minister  
Dabaiba’s ability to control the rest of 
Libya is limited, and it cannot ignore 
Turkish interests in the east of the  
country, especially economic interests. 
Consequently, Ankara has established 
dialogue with Prime Minister Dabaiba’s 
rivals in the east. Most notably, posi-
tioning itself as a mediator, the Turkish 
government invited the two rival prime 
ministers to Ankara to unite the two sides 
of the conflict (Özer, 2022). In a meeting 

with the speaker of the HOR, the Turkish 
parliament said that Türkiye did not dis-
criminate between regions in Libya and 
saw Libya as an inseparable whole (Ekiz, 
2022). Türkiye’s move has an important 
economic drive as there are new eco-
nomic opportunities in the east, as well 
as unfinished construction projects inter-
rupted by the war (Tastekin, 2022b). 

Overall, while navigating the complex 
political landscape in Libya, the Turkish 
government has sought to maintain its 
influence in Libya and relationships with 
actors who have the prospects to lead 
Libya’s post-war reconstruction. The idea 
of a negotiated political solution in Libya 
could serve Ankara’s interests, especially 
if Ankara manages to play a bridging role 
while also securing its interests in both 
regions. So far, this has proven to be a 
difficult task. 

Implementing Türkiye’s 
foreign policy towards 
Libya: military involvement 
and assistance to the 
Tripoli government
It is useful to highlight that the foreign 
policy instruments used by Ankara in 
Libya reflect wider trends and changes 
in Turkish foreign policy and domestic 
politics in the post-Arab Spring period. 
As reflected in Ankara’s Libya policy, a 
shift from an emphasis on soft power 
and multilateralism in the early days of 
the AKP to a more muscular approach 
based on the projection of hard power 
is a broader trend. At the same time, in 
the domestic arena, the AKP’s consolida-
tion of power and emphasis on strategic 
autonomy, its alliance with nationalists 
who formulate security-oriented policies, 
and a booming defence industry with close 
ties to the government have contributed 

to Ankara’s increasing military engage-
ment with the Libyan conflict over the 
years.27 Consequently, the use of hard 
power has eventually become a key for-
eign policy instrument for the implemen-
tation of Türkiye’s Libya policy. 

It is necessary to highlight that  
Türkiye’s involvement in the Libyan con-
flict can be seen as a broader trend of 
cases in the world on third-party inter-
ventions in civil wars. There is an extant 
body of literature on how support for 
warring parties to a conflict has been 
used as a foreign policy instrument. 
Scholars have examined different aspects 
of the implications of third-party inter-
ventions, including their impact on the 
duration of civil wars (Aydin and Regan, 
2011; Regan, 1996; 2002). They have 
also looked at conflict delegation 
through the relationship between states 
and armed non-state groups used as 
proxies, which has emerged as a signifi-
cant trend in modern warfare—especially 
since the cold war (Karlén et al., 2021; 
Salehyan, Gleditsch, and Cunningham, 
2011; San-Akca, 2016). It is useful to 
contextualize Turkish interventions 
within the broader debates about inter-
nationalized civil wars where external 
actors can shape conflict dynamics. 

Türkiye’s military  
involvement in the Libyan 
conflict from 2011 to 2019
The Turkish government has been at 
odds with General Haftar since the  
beginning of the conflict. In terms of  
direct military involvement in counter-
ing General Haftar’s influence, however, 
Ankara’s interventions in the conflict in 
the early years were much more limited 
compared to the period after 2019.

Türkiye was militarily involved in the 
civil war in late 2013 and early 2014 as  
a participant in the multilateral plan to 
create and train a Libyan General Purpose 
Force (GPF) (Nickels, 2013). This plan 
also included Italy, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States. It was endorsed 
at the G8 summit in 2013, following the 
request of Prime Minister Ali Zeidan, 
leader of the General National Congress 
(Westcott, 2013). Its objective was to 
improve the Libyan government’s mili-
tary capabilities and offer it the ability 
to extend its authority in the country  
(al-Shadeedi, van Veen, and Harchaoui, 
2020, p. 26). The first Libyan soldiers 
arrived in Türkiye in December 2013, 
completing a 14-week military training at 
the commando school in Eğirdir, Isparta 
(Çetinkaya, 2014). 

 The foreign policy  
instruments used by Ankara in 
Libya reflect wider trends and 
changes in Turkish foreign policy 
and domestic politics in the post-
Arab Spring period.” 
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The plan of creating a GPF failed 
quickly for various reasons, including 
operational complications (al-Shadeedi, 
van Veen, and Harchaoui, 2020,  
pp. 25–26; Stephen and MacAskill, 
2014); however, the Turkish government 
continued to back the Tripoli-based GNS 
on a bilateral basis based on mutual 
pledges to strengthen ties, including 
military cooperation. In early 2014, for 
example, GNS Prime Minister Zeidan  
requested weapons and equipment from 
Türkiye, such as helicopters and assault 
boats, while also emphasizing that 
Turkish companies could start oil explo-
ration in Libya (Hürriyet Daily News, 2014). 

The flow of weapons and ammunition 
into Libya during this period was much 
more limited than after 2019, although 
it did occur to a certain extent. Most  
notably, the Panel found that a signifi-
cant portion of the materiel in the civil-
ian black market—such as shotguns  
and handguns—originated and was pro-
cured from Türkiye because of low prices 
and was transferred from the ports of 
Khoms, Misrata, and Tripoli (UNSC, 2014,  
pp. 18–19; 2015, p. 35). In November 2014, 
for example, the Panel inspected a cargo 
vessel called Nour M, which was seized 
on its way to Tripoli carrying 1,103 tons  
of ammunition for assault rifles and  
machine guns (UNSC, 2015, p. 33). The 
shipper was a Ukrainian state company, 
and the consignee was the Ministry of 
Defence of Libya, while a Turkish com-
pany brokered the deal, and the vessel 
belonged to a second Turkish company 
(UNSC, 2015, pp. 33–35). The Panel noted 
that the sanctions regime did not exempt 
this materiel (UNSC, 2015, p. 34). Another 
notable case that the Panel investigated 
in December 2015 was for the Haddad 1 
vessel, which was headed to Misrata when 
it was discovered to be carrying two con-
tainers of weapons—including shotguns 
—and ammunition produced by Turkish 
companies (UNSC, 2016, pp. 32–33). 
The Panel’s investigation found that the 
materiel was concealed behind ordinary 
goods and that there was no need to con-
ceal the shipment if the transfer complied 
with the Libya sanctions regime (UNSC, 
2016, p. 34). It is conceivable that the 
materiel, particularly any flowing through 
the ports of Tripoli and Misrata, was 
used against General Haftar’s forces in 
the conflict. 

By the end of the decade, the Turkish 
government emerged as one of the key 
supporters of the Tripoli government. 
High-level state visits highlighted mili-
tary cooperation between Türkiye and the 
GNA. Most notably, Türkiye’s Minister of 
National Defence, Hulusi Akar, met the 
GNA leader Fayez al-Sarraj as well as the 

GNA Interior Minister Bashagha in Tripoli 
in 2018. It was reported that they dis-
cussed cooperation in the areas of  
defence and security and improving  
coordination between defence minis-
tries of Türkiye and Libya (Assad, 2018; 
Göktaş, 2018).

Türkiye’s military  
involvement in the Libyan 
conflict from 2019 to 2021 
General Haftar’s offensive against Tripoli 
in April 2019 paved the way for greater 
Turkish military engagement. The most 
notable impact of Türkiye on the conflict 
was how it changed the balance of power 
on the ground by strengthening the defen-
sive capabilities of the GNA. Through its 
military backing of the GNA, the Turkish 
government was effectively able to coun-
ter the influence of General Haftar, who 
could not accomplish what he described 
as a ‘decisive battle’ to capture the cap-
ital, Tripoli (Al Jazeera, 2019). 

Türkiye’s use of military instruments 
played a significant role in supporting 
its GNA allies in Libya. In July 2019, the 
Panel noted that the head of the GNA, 
Fayez al-Sarraj, admitted that the GNA 
had been receiving weapons from Türkiye 
(UNSC, 2019, p. 20). The Panel found 
Türkiye and the GNA non-compliant with 

the arms embargo adopted in para-
graph 9 of UNSC Resolution 1970 (2011) 
(UNSC, 2011b; 2019, p. 20).29 With the 
signing of a security and military coop-
eration agreement between Tripoli and 
Ankara in November 2019, Türkiye’s  
military support for the GNA became 
more apparent (Reuters, 2020a). This 
agreement became a reference point  
for the Turkish government to argue that 
its military support for the GNA was 
based on its bilateral agreement with 
the Libyan government. 

Türkiye’s use of unmanned aerial  
vehicles (UAVs) and unmanned aerial 
combat vehicles, or drones, deserves 
special attention not only because they 
were instrumental for the GNA’s defence 
of Tripoli but also because they reflect 
changes in Turkish domestic and foreign 
policy. Many international media outlets 
have reported on Türkiye’s growing drone 
industry and how Türkiye has used 
drones instrumentally in Libya, Nagorno- 
Karabakh, and Syria to reshape battle-
fields (Marson and Forrest, 2021).30 In for-
eign policy, they are used as instruments 
of hard power projection and for forging 
mutually beneficial relationships with 
Ankara’s allies. In the domestic arena, 
they reflect changes related to the rise of 
a defence industry specialized in niche 
areas such as drone warfare. People with 
strong connections to the AKP elite often 
lead these companies, such as Erdoğan’s 

Box 1 Turkish materiel in Libya: small arms, blank-firing weapons, 
and armoured vehicles
Reports from the Panel have pointed to different types of Turkish materiel found in 
Libya since the beginning of the arms embargo. Most notably, the Panel identified the 
‘transfer of weapons, ammunition, or armoured vehicles using the maritime supply 
route’ (UNSC, 2019, p. 20). They found multiple cases of vessels carrying arms and 
armoured vehicles from Türkiye to Libya. Panel reports detailed two specific cases  
involving a vessel carrying BMC Kirpi 4×4 mine-resistant ambush-protected vehicles  
in May 2019 and a vessel carrying Atak Zoraki 2918 and Ekol P29 blank-firing pistols, 
found by customs authorities in Libya in December 2018 and January 2019 (UNSC, 2019, 
pp. 21, 258).28 The BBC’s ‘Africa Eye’ also investigated reports about ‘Turkey’s ghost 
ships’ allegedly carrying armoured vehicles to Libya’s GNA (BBC, n.d.). The GNA openly 
admitted in July 2019 that they were receiving weapons from Türkiye. Then GNA Interior 
Minister Bashagha also acknowledged the transfer of armoured vehicles for the use of 
the ministry through the ports of Khoms on 6 February 2019 and Tripoli on 18 May 2019 
(UNSC, 2019, p. 20). 

Non-lethal military equipment typically falls under the non-lethal exception under 
paragraph 10 of UNSC Resolution 2095 (2013) (UNSC, 2013, pp. 4–5). The Panel, however, 
found that for some of the ‘non-lethal’ arms imported into Libya, it was ‘not a difficult 
engineering task’ to convert allegedly non-sanctioned goods into the type of goods 
subject to sanction after they arrive in Libya (UNSC, 2019, p. 25). The Panel noted that 
‘during a period of conflict, the ease with which these vehicles can be modified with 
weapons makes such vehicles a “force multiplier” and removes them from “non-lethal” 
status’ (UNSC, 2019, p. 20, footnote 54). A similar argument was raised about blank-
firing handguns of Turkish manufacture. These ‘alarm pistols’ are known to be prevalent 
in Europe and Libya, with incidences reported of their conversion into live-firing weapons 
(Florquin and King, 2018, pp. 27–30). 
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son-in-law, Selçuk Bayraktar, who leads 
Baykar—the company which notably pro-
duces Bayraktar TB2 drones (see Box 2). 
Recent literature has highlighted how 
the use of drones has not only external 
impact—for example, on external con-
flict dynamics—but also implications in 
domestic politics where it can promote 
‘techno-nationalism’ and produce regime-
boosting effects (Soyaltın-Collela and 
Demiryol, 2023, pp. 724–26).31 

In the Libyan conflict, air superiority 
was a significant determinant. As the 
Panel noted, a tactical stalemate was on 
the ground by the end of 2019. The LAAF 
controlled access routes into Tripoli, had 
air superiority for most of the country, 
and could take down the GNA’s Türkiye-
supplied Bayraktar TB2 unmanned aerial 
vehicles using the United Arab Emirates-
supplied Russian Pantsir-S1 air defence 
system (UNSC, 2021a, pp. 15–16). The 
balance of power on the ground changed, 
however, after a military cooperation 
agreement between Türkiye and the GNA, 
when Ankara intensified its support and 
implemented an air defence ‘umbrella’ 
along the coast of western Libya using  
a combination of military hardware— 
including Gabya-class frigates and Korkut 
short-range air defence systems (UNSC, 
2021a, p. 16). As the Panel pointed out, 
‘The introduction by Türkiye of advanced 
military technology into the conflict was 
a decisive element in the often unseen, 
and certainly uneven, war of attrition 
that resulted in the defeat of [the LAAF] 
in western Libya during 2020’ (UNSC, 
2021a, p. 17). Türkiye’s implementation 
of an air defence umbrella, supported 
by frigates and air defence, boosted the 
effectiveness of the combat drones in 
countering the LAAF offensive. 

The UN’s Special Representative for 
Libya claimed that drones were used  
intensely in the Libyan conflict to carry 
out air strikes, ‘600 times on one side, 
200 to 300 times on the other side’, and 
described the conflict as ‘possibly the 
largest drone war theatre now in the 
world’ (UNPPA, 2019).32 The Panel on 
Libya similarly referred to a ‘drone war’ in 
Libya (UNSC, 2019, pp. 31, 297), detailing 
lethal exchanges carried out by different 
types of drones and noted various foreign 
powers who provided weapons technol-
ogy to fighting groups (see Box 3). Having 
the upper hand in air power arguably  
resulted in gains on the ground. These 
gains were most evident when General 
Haftar’s campaign to capture Tripoli 
abruptly ended after Türkiye intensified 
its military presence on the side of the 
GNA, and the provision of sophisticated 
weapons—including combat drones with 
precision air strike capabilities—turned 
the tide in the conflict.33 

Following the military cooperation 
agreement between the Turkish govern-
ment and the GNA in November 2019,  
a bill was passed in the Turkish parliament 
in January 2020—despite contestation by 
opposition parties—that authorized the 
Turkish government to deploy troops in 
Libya (Sayin, 2020). The Turkish gov-
ernment stated that the troops were  
deployed ‘not to fight’ but to support the 
Tripoli government and that the Libyan 
government requested the deployment 
based on the bilateral military coopera-
tion agreement (BBC, 2020a).

The military cooperation agreement 
with the GNA is key for understanding the 
perception of the Turkish government in 
terms of how it views its military pres-
ence in Libya. On numerous occasions, 
Turkish foreign policymakers argued that 
Turkish forces should not be classified as 
‘foreign forces’ (TRT, 2021a; Polat, 2021, 
p. 5). Most notably, for this reason, the 
Turkish government introduced a reser-

vation at the Second Berlin Conference 
when discussing the issue of foreign 
forces. The fifth paragraph of the conclu-
sions of the Second Berlin Conference 
on Libya on 21 June 2021 said that ‘all 
foreign forces and mercenaries need to 
be withdrawn from Libya without delay’, 
after which there was a footnote stating 
that ‘Turkey introduced a reservation’ 
(UNSMIL, 2021, p. 1). This conclusion 
was because the Turkish government 
considered its forces to be legitimate, 
differentiating them from the forces of 
other powers and foreign fighters and 
basing its argument on the bilateral 
agreement between Ankara and the 
GNA (Reuters, 2021a; Yılmaz, 2021). 
Considering the reiterations by the UNSC 
regarding the call for the withdrawal of 
‘all foreign forces’ from Libya,34 it is likely 
that Türkiye’s presence in the country will 
continue to be subject to debate.  

Notably, there are different types of 
foreign presence in Libya. The presence of 

Box 2 Türkiye’s use of drones as a foreign policy instrument
The use of drones in warfare is not something new, as the United States most notably 
used drones in its Global War on Terror to carry out lethal strikes or surveillance in Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and elsewhere. What is arguably different now is that more governments 
and others have access to such technology—not just major powers but also middle 
powers such as Türkiye. These new players invest in their own drone programmes and 
use these drones for military purposes both at home, in counter-insurgency, and abroad. 
Ankara’s use of drones can be viewed as part of its emerging middle-power strategy, 
aimed at developing material capabilities through home-grown military technologies to 
leverage influence in regional and global politics in line with its geostrategic interests. 

Turkish-made drones have attracted wider international attention after their deployment 
in Libya and Syria and their effective use against the advances of Russian-backed forces 
in those countries. Poland, for example, purchased Bayraktar TB2 drones, becoming the 
first NATO country to purchase drones from Ankara (Reuters, 2021b). Zbigniew Rau, Poland’s 
minister of foreign affairs, referred to these drones as ‘battle-proven and effective’, high-
lighting that the use of the drones would be to ‘strengthen capabilities of the Polish Army 
and contribute to the reinforcement of NATO’s eastern flank’ (Yüzbaşıoğlu, Çetinkaya, 
and Turan, 2021). The United Kingdom’s Minister of Defence similarly referred to the 
effectiveness of Turkish drones, saying, ‘We need to look at the lessons of others. Look 
how Türkiye has been operating in Libya, where it has used Bayraktar TB2 UAVs since mid-
2019 [...] Even if only half of these claims are true, the implications are game changing’ 
(Wallace, 2020). 

More recently, Ukraine actively used Turkish-made drones against Russian forces in the 
ongoing war, which started in February 2022 (BBC, 2023). When asked about military 
cooperation between Türkiye and Ukraine, Ukraine’s ambassador in Ankara also high-
lighted the effectiveness of the Bayraktar TB2 drones to counter Russian advances.35 He 
said military cooperation between Türkiye and Ukraine was well-developed and included 
drones and other military tools such as corvettes36 and logistics vehicles. The ambassa-
dor also noted the plan to open a Baykar Makina factory in Ukraine, which would allow 
Bayraktar TB2 drones to be manufactured, used, and sold from Ukrainian territory.37

It is possible that the interest in Turkish drones may boost Ankara’s leverage in bilateral 
relations, especially in parts of the world where it aims to have a greater presence, such 
as in sub-Saharan Africa. In his African tour in October 2021, President Erdoğan stated, 
‘Everywhere I go in Africa, everyone asks about UAVs’ (Hürriyet Daily News, 2021). Turkish 
drones have been deployed and used by a diverse group of states around the world, 
including Azerbaijan, Ethiopia, and Morocco (Coşkun, Spiker, and Toksabay, 2021; 
Walsh, 2021). It is also possible that Ankara may generate influence not only from drone 
exports but also from providing drone training and maintenance to countries that aim 
to improve their air capabilities, including Libya.
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foreign fighters and mercenaries remains 
an issue of contention. The Panel on 
Libya identified mercenaries and foreign 
fighters from various countries such as 
Chad, Sudan, and Syria (UNSC, 2021a). 
They found, for example, that Syrian 
mercenaries were seen on both sides of 
the conflict and stated that ‘the Govern-
ment of National Accord-affiliated Syrians 
train in Libyan camps [...] [LAAF-affiliated] 
Syrians operate alongside ChVK Wagner’, 
the Russian private military company 
(UNSC, 2021a, pp. 7–8).38 The Panel found 
evidence that Turkish-backed Syrian com-
batants were present in Tripoli based on 
a video interview published online fea-
turing an official of the ‘Syrian National 
Army’, which has roots in the Turkish-
backed Free Syrian Army (UNSC, 2022,  
p. 87). In 2021, the Turkish foreign min-
ister called on all foreign mercenaries in 
Libya to leave (Reuters, 2021a), including 
Syrian mercenaries from Turkish-backed 
groups. As documented by the Panel, 
however, their continued presence in 
GNA and GNU camps raised questions 
about their role as a proxy force (UNSC, 
2021a; 2022; 2023a).39 

Overall, during this period, the Turkish 
government provided significant military 
support to the Tripoli government, which 
changed the power balance on the ground. 
The readiness of the Turkish govern-
ment to dispatch Turkish troops to Libya 
showed the lengths to which Ankara was 
willing to go to shore up its ally in Tripoli. 

Evolution of Turkish  
military involvement  
since 2021
The Turkish government has continued 
to support the Tripoli government in the 
aftermath of the withdrawal of the LAAF, 
and its military support for the GNU has 
been instrumental in boosting the 
GNU’s military capabilities. Ankara’s 
military presence and capabilities have 
arguably helped the incumbent GNU 
Prime Minister Dabaiba stay in power, 
even after the expiration of his mandate.

The Turkish government has signed 
further agreements with Tripoli’s GNU  
to strengthen military cooperation and 
presence in Libya. The military coopera-
tion agreement signed in October 2022 
is one such agreement, allowing the 
Turkish Armed Forces to train Libyan  
pilots. Following the agreement, there 
were reports that GNU Prime Minister 
Dabaiba was interested in buying  
more Turkish drones, including the  
newer model Bayraktar Akıncı (Abdul, 
2022; Tastekin, 2022a).40 The agree-
ment showed again that the Turkish 

Box 3 Turkish lethal autonomous drones in the Libyan conflict
The drone war in Libya also reflects broader changes in modern warfare and raises a 
series of political and ethical questions about the use of lethal autonomous weapons 
(LAWS). The level of autonomy in LAWS, broadly speaking, refers to the degree of human 
control over the actions or specific tasks weapons systems undertake. Fully autonomous 
weapons systems—colloquially known as ‘killer robots’—can select targets and make 
kill decisions without human intervention. These are closely related to the advancements 
and developments in artificially intelligent weapons systems (Docherty, Fitzpatrick, 
and Keck, 2012). In the case of Libya, what is worthy of attention is that some drones 
reportedly displayed a high level of autonomous capabilities. 

According to the findings of the Panel, logistics convoys and forces affiliated with General 
Haftar and the LAAF were ‘hunted down and remotely engaged by the unmanned combat 
aerial vehicles or the lethal autonomous weapons systems such as the STM Kargu-2’ 
(UNSC, 2021a, p. 17). The Panel noted, ‘The lethal autonomous weapons systems were 
programmed to attack targets without requiring data connectivity between the opera-
tor and the munition: in effect, a true “fire, forget, and find” capability’ (UNSC, 2021a, 
p. 17). If accurate, this implies that the kill decision did not necessarily require the opera-
tor’s involvement. The media picked up this possibility as it may be the first documented 
case of an autonomous drone attack on humans (Cramer, 2021; Hambling, 2021; Wadhwa 
and Salkever, 2021). 

One of the drones used in Libya and detailed in the Panel’s 2018 report was the Kargu 
UAV, developed by a Turkish company called Savunma Teknolojileri Mühendislik ve 
Ticaret A.Ş. (Defence Technologies Engineering and Trade Inc.) (STM) (UNSC, 2021a,  
p. 148). According to the company, the Kargu UAV is a ‘combat proven rotary wing loiter-
ing munition system [...] capable of performing fully autonomous navigation’. It is designed 
to ‘provide tactical intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance and precision strike 
capabilities for ground troops’ (STM, 2024). The company’s promotional videos state 
that the drone features ‘automatic target detection and tracking’ (STM, n.d.b). It can 
‘autonomously fire and forget’, implying an ability to hunt down targets without human 
intervention (STM, n.d.a). The Kargu is a loitering munition, or a ‘kamikaze drone’;  
it is a drone that can blow itself up to take out targets. It is a low-cost drone that can be 
launched in large numbers to carry out swarm attacks. When used that way, the ‘swarm’ 
of drones can easily overwhelm enemy defences, delivering significant damage to targets. 
The production cost of a single such drone is typically lower than that of a surface-to-
air missile needed to take it down (Eser, 2019). As the head of Türkiye’s state body 
overseeing the defence industry said, it does not matter ‘if you lose one, two, three’ if 
others find the target (Marson and Forrest, 2021). 

STM’s Chief Executive Officer, Murat Ikinci, explained that the company was develop-
ing the Kargu drone’s artificial intelligence and computer vision capabilities to enable 
autonomous swarm attacks in environments without GPS coverage and without being 
affected by enemy jammers (DHA, n.d.). Development of these capabilities occurred 
under the project ‘KERKES’, which President Erdoğan referred to as an important 
achievement in Türkiye’s defence industry investments (Republic of Türkiye DoC, 2023).40 
Describing the final product after project completion, an STM executive said, ‘When 
there is no communication, location estimation is achieved by processing the data 
and images received from the sensors, allowing strikes against targets detected by 
artificial intelligence and deep learning techniques’. The executive added that the 
technology could be integrated into land and naval platforms (STM, 2022). 

The development of autonomous capabilities in weapons systems raises a series of 
challenging questions about the political and ethical implications of using artificially 
intelligent systems for military purposes. An important aspect of this debate concerns 
regulation and international law. Advocacy groups and non-governmental organizations, 
such as the Stop Killer Robots coalition, have long been campaigning for new interna-
tional laws regulating autonomy in weapons systems. These groups argue that life-and-
death decisions should not be delegated to a ‘machine’ and warn of the dangers of digital 
dehumanization in modern warfare (Stop Killer Robots, 2021). Recent developments in 
this area notably include diplomatic talks on reviewing the UN Convention on Certain 
Conventional Weapons and the international debate on banning autonomous weapons. 

To date, this has been a challenging area for international regulation (Farge, 2021), but 
there have also been some developments. Most notably, on 21 October 2022, 70 states 
delivered a joint statement on LAWS at the UN General Assembly, recognizing that LAWS 
‘raise serious concerns from humanitarian, legal, security, technological, and ethical 
perspectives’. The group urged the international community to work towards the adoption 
of ‘appropriate rules and measures, such as principles, good practices, limitations, 
and constraints [...] [emphasizing that] maintaining human responsibility and account-
ability in the use of force [is crucial]’ (UN Journal, 2022). Türkiye was not among these 
70 states. 
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government was a political and military 
backer of the GNU under Prime Minister 
Dabaiba’s leadership.

With the understanding that Ankara 
feels the need to secure its vested inter-
ests in the east and west of the country, 
the Turkish government approached 
Prime Minister Dabaiba’s eastern rivals 
in 2022. It sought to position itself as a 
mediator, emphasizing the maintenance 
of longer-term stability in the country.  
At the same time, Ankara continued to 
back the GNU militarily and provide mili-
tary training under the existing military 
cooperation agreements. 

It is plausible that Türkiye’s continu-
ous military support—including weapons 
and training—for the Dabaiba govern-
ment helped the GNU and its affiliate 
forces to become better organized and 
mobilized against their opponents in the 
country. For example, the GNU-affiliated 
forces were able to repulse Bashagha-
aligned factions when violence erupted in 
Tripoli in August 2022 (Reuters, 2022).41 
It is also likely that the Turkish military 
support for the GNU has helped Prime 
Minister Dabaiba to demonstrate mili-
tary prowess. For instance, in May 2023, 
GNU forces carried out drone strikes 
against what it said were smuggling 
gangs in western regions, such as in  
the city of Zawiya (Reuters, 2023a).  
The eastern-based HOR criticized these 
strikes, accusing Prime Minister Dabaiba 
of trying to target political opponents  
under the pretext of fighting crime 
(UNSC, 2023a, pp. 7–8, 65–66; Reuters, 
2023a). The Turkish ambassador to Libya 
denied the involvement of Türkiye in that 
operation, and Prime Minister Dabaiba 
also stated that those who operated 
drones were Libyans (Reuters, 2023a; 
The Arab Weekly, 2023). Despite Turkish 
protestations, incidents like the drone 
strikes in Zawiya demonstrate the stra-
tegic importance of Turkish support in 
boosting the GNU’s military capabilities, 
including the deployment of drones. 
Even absent direct Turkish involvement, 
the military cooperation agreements 
signed between Ankara and the GNU—
under which Türkiye provided drones and 
pilot training—and the specific cases of 
UAV training provided by the Turkish 
Armed Forces in December 2022 and 
June 2023 (UNSC, 2023a, pp. 176, 178) 
are likely instrumental in such incidents. 

While Türkiye’s military engagement 
has been integral to its pursuit of greater 
influence in Libya, there is also an under-
standing that Turkish strategic interests—
in both the west and east of the country—
can be secured by playing a role in the 
Libyan political process. This strategic 
interest has been evident in Ankara’s 

willingness for rapprochement with the 
east, especially since mid-2022, and its 
effort to frame Türkiye as a bridge-builder. 
It was also the case when a devastating 
flood hit Derna in the aftermath of Storm 
Daniel in September 2023, when Ankara 
promptly cooperated with the eastern gov-
ernment, sending disaster relief assis-
tance. Türkiye reiterated its readiness  
to help rebuild Libya’s flood-hit areas 
(Assad, 2023b; Gazzini, 2023, pp. 3–4). 

International reactions 
and the Libya sanctions 
regime
By UNSC Resolution 1970 (2011), the 
UNSC imposed specific measures, includ-
ing an arms embargo related to arms and 
associated materiel of all types—such 
as weapons and ammunition, and the 
provision of armed personnel (UNSC, 
2011b). The Panel has periodically pub-
lished findings monitoring compliance 
with the Libya sanctions regime, con-
cluding that the arms embargo has been 
‘totally ineffective’ (UNSC, 2021a, p. 2). 
In the 2021 report, the Panel said that:

[F]or those Member States directly 
supporting the parties to the 
conflict, the violations are exten-
sive, blatant and with complete 
disregard for the sanctions 
measures. Their control of the 
entire supply chain complicates 
detection, disruption, or inter-
diction. These two factors make 
any implementation of the arms 
embargo more difficult (UNSC, 
2021a, p. 2). 

The Panel found that non-compliance 
occurred in various ways, such as the 
provision of military materiel and failure 
to inspect suspicious commercial ves-
sels heading to Libya. It referred to the 
actions of UN member states in violation 
of the embargo, including Egypt, the 
Russian Federation, Türkiye, and the 
United Arab Emirates, among others 
(UNSC, 2021a, pp. 14–15, 21–27).42 

In various reports, the Panel found 
that Türkiye’s military assistance to the 
Tripoli government—including weapons, 
training, and materiel (see Box 1)—did 
not comply with the embargo provi-
sions. Although the Turkish government 
responded by claiming that its bilateral 
agreements with Libya provide the appro-
priate framework for its military support, 
the Panel—which has formal standing  
in international law through the UN 
mandate—has detailed different ways 

violations have occurred. One Panel  
report, for example, detailed different 
types of training provided by Türkiye and 
concluded that most of them violated 
paragraph 9 of UNSC Resolution 1970 
(2011) while some were covered by  
exemptions (UNSC, 2023a, pp. 174–76). 

The Panel noted that ‘some special-
ized training provided by Türkiye, for  
example, in explosive ordnance disposal, 
falls under the humanitarian training  
exemption provided for in paragraph 9 
of UNSC Resolution 2095 (2013)’ (UNSC, 
2023a, p. 27). It stated, however, that 
‘the remainder, and the majority, of the 
military training provided by Türkiye to 
the Government of National Unity Armed 
Forces is a clear violation of paragraph 9 
of UNSC Resolution 1970 (2011)’ (UNSC, 
2023a, p. 27). Specifically, they concluded 
that the small boat training in August 
2022, UAV training in December 2022, 
sniper training in June 2023, and small 
UAV training in June 2023 all violated the 
provisions of the embargo resolution 
(UNSC, 2023a, pp. 174–78).43 By includ-
ing the example of the training provided 
to the Libyan Coast Guard, the Panel  
acknowledged that, although the train-
ing was all provided under the same 2019 
military cooperation agreement between 
Türkiye and Libya, some types of training 
did not violate the sanctions regime. 

It is also useful to note that Türkiye’s 
military support for the Tripoli govern-
ment has been a source of diplomatic 
tension beyond the UN. Most notably, in 
June 2020, there was a diplomatic crisis 
between France and Türkiye after a French 
frigate participating in a NATO mission to 
interdict arms shipments to Libya inter-
cepted a cargo vessel (BBC, 2020b; Irish 
and Emmott, 2020). The freighter, which 
was escorted by Turkish frigates in the 
eastern Mediterranean, was suspected 
of carrying arms to Libya in violation of 
the embargo. The French vessel wanted 
to inspect the freighter but was refused 
permission to do so (BBC, 2020b; 
UNSC, 2021a, pp. 18–20, 153, 171–73). 
The incident caused friction within NATO 
and in EU–Türkiye relations, as the EU 
sanctioned the company operating the 
vessel for breaking the arms embargo 
(Brzozowski, 2020; Council of the EU, 
2020; Reuters, 2020c). The incident 
also compounded existing tensions, as 
Türkiye and France were already at odds 
with each other in Libya, especially  
before the withdrawal of the LAAF from 
Tripoli. Türkiye openly backed the GNA 
at that time, while France was suspected 
of supporting General Haftar (BBC, 2019; 
France 24, 2019). Heightened tensions 
occurred between France and Türkiye  
after the incident, and French President 
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Emmanuel Macron criticized Türkiye,  
saying Ankara breached the commit-
ments of the Berlin conference (Daventry, 
2020). The incident also showed how 
external involvement in Libya could spark 
international diplomatic crises quickly. 

Overall, the implementation of  
Türkiye’s Libya policy using military  
instruments has attracted considerable 
international attention, including criti-
cism regarding its involvement in the 
conflict. While the military assistance pro-
vided to the Tripoli government has been 
instrumental in the Turkish government 
maintaining and expanding its influence 
in Libya, the presence of Turkish troops 
in the country is likely to remain an issue 
of contention. Considering the involve-
ment of external actors, including Türkiye, 
the case of Libya also speaks to broader 
questions about the challenges regarding 
the enforcement and implementation of 
UN arms embargoes. 

Conclusion
There are three key points to highlight 
when examining Turkish foreign policy 
in Libya and why and how Ankara is  
involved in the Libyan conflict. First,  
Ankara’s Libya policy has strong eco-
nomic and geopolitical drivers. Pursuing 
economic and geopolitical interests and 
the AKP’s regional policy preferences 
have shaped Turkish policies. Türkiye’s 
policy in Libya represents certain changes 
in Turkish foreign policy behaviour, char-
acterized by a shift from an emphasis on 
generating soft power in the early days 
of the AKP era to a more assertive and 
hawkish approach based on hard power 
projection through military instruments. 
Ankara has used military tools to shape 
conflicts in its neighbourhood in line 
with its interests not only in Libya but 
also in Syria and Nagorno-Karabakh.

Second, Türkiye’s policy in Libya is 
a good example of the domestic drivers  
of Turkish foreign policy. Specifically, 
Türkiye’s investments in the defence  
industry—specialized in niche areas 
such as combat drones and formulating 
security-oriented policies in the eastern 
Mediterranean—have contributed to the 
pursuit of more assertive policies in Libya 
and the wider region. At the same time, 
Ankara’s military engagement in Libya, 
particularly the deployment of troops, 
has been the subject of debate in both 
the domestic and international arenas. 

Third, regarding Türkiye’s influence 
on conflict dynamics in Libya, Ankara 
has clearly impacted the power balance 
on the ground. Most notably, in 2020, 
Türkiye’s interventions on the side of the 

GNA and the introduction of advanced 
military capabilities helped the GNA to 
successfully counter General Haftar’s 
campaign to capture Tripoli. After the 
ceasefire, Ankara continued to provide 
military support for the GNU, such as 
materiel and military training, which  
has been instrumental in Prime Minister 
Dabaiba staying in power even after the 
expiration of his mandate. 

Ultimately, the Turkish government 
aims to maintain its influence in the 
country and sees Libya as an important 
strategic partner in the eastern Mediter-
ranean. It seeks to establish mutually 
beneficial relations with Libyan actors 
who will lead Libya’s post-war reconstruc-
tion; however, it also faces challenges to 
its influence in the country. With internal 
political contestation among actors in 
Libya and the risk of further instability 
that may arise, it is reasonable to expect 
Ankara to be cautious of potential domes-
tic changes of power in Libya that may 
impact Turkish policies. 

In recent years, there has been a shift 
in Turkish policy in Libya, characterized 
by an increased diplomatic engagement 
with Libya’s eastern leaders. With the 
understanding that Türkiye also needs to 
secure its interests in the east, Ankara 
has sought greater cooperation with 
Prime Minister Dabaiba’s eastern rivals 
and positioned itself as a mediator to 
secure its interests in the long run. 

There are broader implications of 
Türkiye’s Libya policy for regional dynam-
ics and Türkiye’s influence in the eastern 
Mediterranean as Ankara has pursued a 
more assertive foreign policy approach 
through the projection of hard power. 
Türkiye’s involvement in Libya can also 
be seen within the context of Türkiye’s 
foreign policy objectives in sub-Saharan 
Africa, where Türkiye has been an increas-
ingly prominent actor in recent years.  
At the same time, Ankara’s use of mili-
tary technology—particularly combat 
drones—to pursue foreign policy objec-
tives in various settings around the world 
has emerged as a prominent feature of 
Turkish foreign policy strategy. 

For the potential future trajectory in 
Libya, it is reasonable to expect Ankara 
to continue to position itself as a medi-
ator between Libya’s rival actors while 
cooperating with the Tripoli government 
on key areas such as military and eco-
nomic cooperation. The Tripoli govern-
ment is strategically important for Ankara 
to secure its economic and geopolitical 
interests and various bilateral agreements, 
such as the demarcation of maritime 
borders in the eastern Mediterranean or 
the resumption of work by Turkish com-
panies on projects interrupted by war. At 

the same time, Ankara cannot ignore its 
interests in the east of the country, which 
are mainly economic. New infrastructure 
opportunities or the resumption of pro-
jects undertaken by Turkish companies 
in that region that were also interrupted 
by the fall of Qaddafi’s government are 
prime examples of such interests. 

It is, therefore, reasonable to expect 
the Turkish government to continue to 
emphasize the importance of coopera-
tion with actors in the east and express 
commitment to the reconstruction of 
Libya both in the west and in the east  
as it did in the aftermath of the Derna 
catastrophe. It would be important for 
Ankara to establish effective dialogue 
with all actors, complement efforts of 
dialogue and national reconciliation  
towards stabilizing and reconstructing 
the country, and contribute to the stabil-
ity of the political process. 

Abbreviations and  
acronyms
AKP Justice and Development Party  
in Türkiye
CHP Republican People’s Party in Türkiye
EU European Union
GNA Government of National Accord  
in Libya
GNS Government of National Stability  
in Libya
GNU Government of National Unity  
in Libya
GPF General Purpose Force in Libya
HDP Peoples’ Democratic Party in Türkiye
HOR House of Representatives in Libya
KERKES Global Positioning System  
Independent Autonomous Navigation 
System Development Project
LAAF Libyan Arab Armed Forces
LAWS Lethal autonomous weapons
LIDCO Libyan Investment and Develop-
ment Holding Company 
LPDF Libyan Political Dialogue Forum
MILGEM Milli gemi (national ship)
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization
STM Savunma Teknolojileri Mühendislik 
ve Ticaret A.Ş. (Defence Technologies  
Engineering and Trade Inc.)
The Panel UN Panel of Experts on Libya
UAV Unmanned aerial vehicle 
UN United Nations
UNSC United Nations Security Council
UNSMIL United Nations Support Mission 
in Libya
USD United States dollar
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Notes
1 For a summary of the positions of foreign 

actors in Libya, see Council on Foreign 
Relations (2024).

2 Türkiye’s support for the UN-backed Gov-
ernment of National Accord (GNA) against 
General Haftar’s offensive in 2020 received 
international attention about Türkiye’s hard 
power capabilities. See Chorin (2020); 
The Economist (2020); and Walsh (2020). 

3 An eyalet—province or governorate—was 
the largest administrative unit in the 
Ottoman political system until the 19th 

century (Abun-Nasr, 1987, pp. 191–93; 
Koloğlu, 2008, pp. 275–76).

4 Turgut Özal was deputy prime minister in 
charge of economic affairs in the govern-
ment established after the September 
1980 coup d’état in Türkiye, prime minis-
ter from 1983 to 1989, and president 
from 1989 to 1993. See also Cumhuriyet 
(1980, p. 1).

5 For a fuller discussion of this transforma-
tion, see Kirişci (2009) and Öniş (2004).

6 According to a Turkish journalist, Ruşen 
Çakır, who was on the trip, Muammar 
Qaddafi’s criticism was so harsh that 
Abdullah Gül—who was a minister of 
state in the Refahyol government before 
becoming a prominent figure in the AKP 
era as a foreign minister, deputy prime 
minister, prime minister, and president—
left Qaddafi’s tent in protest (Çakır, 2020). 
See also Kirişci (1997).

7 See, for example, İsmail Cem’s depiction 
of Türkiye as a ‘multi-civilizational’ actor 
which should capitalize on its ‘historical 
geography’, including North Africa (Cem, 
2001, pp. 5, 49) or Ahmet Davutoğlu’s 
argument that Türkiye can expand its area 
of influence if it can successfully ‘synthe-
size the virtue of the East, the rationality 
of the West, the quest for justice of the 
South in the face of inequality, and the 
economic productivity and efficiency of 
the North’ (Davutoğlu, 2011, p. 51).

8 The Eyalets of Tripolitania, Tunisia, and 
Egypt in the north represented signifi-
cant Ottoman polities. In the east, it was 
the Eyalet of Habesh.

9 See also Hazar (2016); İpek (2014); Özkan 
(2010); Özkan and Akgün (2010); and 
Tepeciklioğlu and Tepeciklioğlu (2021).

10 Ahmet Davutoğlu was the prime minister 
of Türkiye and the leader of the AKP from 
2014 to 2016, minister of foreign affairs 
from 2009 to 2014, and chief foreign policy 
advisor to Prime Minister Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan from 2002 to 2009.

11 The term ‘zero problems with neighbours’ 
was popularized by Davutoğlu when he 
was Türkiye’s minister of foreign affairs 
and was framed as a policy of pursuing 
closer relations with Türkiye’s neighbours, 
especially in the Middle East and North 
Africa. See Davutoğlu’s book, Strategic 
Depth (2001), which forms the basis of 
his foreign policy assessment. See also 
Davutoğlu (2013) for a self-assessment of 
his zero problems with neighbours policy.

12 For a more detailed discussion of the 
Turkish government’s reactions to the 
uprising, see Süsler (2020, pp. 73–105). 

13 See Süsler and Alden (2022) for Türkiye’s 
engagement with sub-Saharan Africa and 
African responses. 

14 See Africa Intelligence (2021a); Alharathy 
(2021); Bal (2021); and Milliyet (2021). 

15 See Kirişçi (2009, pp. 34–38) for a review 
of the literature on foreign policy trends 
in the early years of the AKP.

16 See Republic of Türkiye (2020).
17 See, for example, the findings of the UN 

Panel of Experts on Libya on the transfer 
of military materiel from Egypt and Russia 
to General Haftar’s affiliated forces (UNSC, 
2021a, p. 24). 

18 For more on Türkiye’s history with coups 
d’états and civil–military relations,  
see Gürsoy (2011, pp. 192–95; 2012,  
pp. 741–42). See Daragahi (2024) for 
potential parallels relevant to understand-
ing President Erdoğan’s reaction to the 
coup d’état in Egypt. 

19 See, for example, Cagaptay (2013); Jones 
(2013); and Süsler (2020, p. 146).

20 President Erdoğan described el-Sisi as 
an ‘illegitimate tyrant’, for example  
(Reuters, 2014).

21 Raising four fingers because Rabaa means 
‘fourth’ in Arabic. 

22 See, for example, the statement of Çeviköz, 
where he warns that Türkiye is potentially 
violating the UNSC Resolution 1973 (2011) 
(UNSC, 2011a) prohibiting arms exports 
to Libya (TBMM, 2019, pp. 10–13). In  
December 2020, Çeviköz restated his 
party’s opposition in another speech to 
the General Assembly of Türkiye Büyük 
Millet Meclisi (Grand National Assembly 
of Türkiye) (CHP, 2020).

23 The CHP was not alone in its opposition. 
Other parties, including the Iyi Parti (Good 
Party) and the Peoples’ Democratic Party 
(HDP), for example, expressed dissenting 
opinions about the military cooperation 
agreement between Türkiye and Libya’s 
GNA signed on 27 November 2019 (TBMM, 
2019, pp. 13–17).

24 Author interview with Çeviköz in Ankara, 
Türkiye, 11 April 2023.

25 General Haftar’s Libyan National Army 
was later restyled as Libyan Arab Armed 
Forces (LAAF), see UNSC (2021a, p. 7, 
footnote 6).

26 See Africa Intelligence (2021b); Dorda, 
Crowley, and Moshashai (2021, pp. 6, 
12–13); and Zaptia (2021a; 2021b).

27 See Coşkun and Ülgen (2022) for an over-
view of the changes in Turkish foreign 
policy shaped by external and domestic 
factors. 

28 See also Alharathy (2019).
29 See also Box 1.
30 See also The Economist (2022) and  

Witt (2022).
31 See also Kutlay and Öniş (2021).
32 See also UNPPA (2019).
33 See Pack and Pusztai (2020) and Ioannou 

and Tziarras (2020). 
34 See, for example, UNSC (2023b, p. 4).
35 Author interview with Vasyl Bodnar,  

Ambassador of Ukraine to Türkiye,  
Ankara, Türkiye, 11 April 2023.

36 For example, the MILGEM corvette project 
and the ‘Hetman Ivan Mazepa Corvette’ 
were built for the Ukrainian navy. MILGEM 
stands for milli gemi (national ship) and 

is Türkiye’s national warship programme. 
See Serbest (2022).

37 See also Sezer (2022) and Reuters (2023c).
38 The Panel also referred to multiple reports 

about a Turkish private defence company 
called SADAT. They said it was probable 
that SADAT had some role in providing 
military training in Libya; however, the 
company wrote to the Panel to deny all 
claims about activities in Libya (UNSC, 
2021a, p. 33).

39 In their 2022 report, the Panel noted the 
‘continuous presence of Turkish-backed 
Syrian fighters in GNU–Affiliated Forces’ 
military camps in Tripoli’ and that  
‘[o]fficials affiliated to the GNU–Affiliated 
forces confirmed the presence of Syrians 
in Tripoli but denied their involvement in 
any military or civilian activities’ (UNSC, 
2022, p. 12). Similarly, in their 2023  
report, the Panel noted that ‘Turkish-
backed Syrian fighters remained consis-
tently present in different GNU Armed 
Forces’ military camps in the Tripoli  
region’. They ‘alternated between Libya 
and Syria’ and ‘remained in military camps 
while in Libya and did not engage in any 
military activities on the ground’ (UNSC, 
2023a, p. 14).

40 KERKES stands for ‘Global Positioning 
System Independent Autonomous Naviga-
tion System Development Project’.

41 See Baykar (n.d.) for more information 
about this drone. 

42 See also Harchaoui (2023).
43 See also Ryan (2021).
44 In contrast, the diver training for the Libyan 

Coast Guard in November 2022 was con-
sidered compliant since it was provided 
to a civilian body (UNSC, 2023a, p. 175).
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