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Editorial
It is in times of crisis that the European 

Union finds ways of moving by leaps and 
bounds towards greater solidarity among its 
members, sweeping aside issues previously 
considered taboo while obviating the need to 
adapt its treaties. This time is no exception. 
The agreement hammered out among the 27 
Heads of State and Government on 21 July 
over the multiannual budget framework for the 
coming seven years (2021-2027), including a 
€750 billion recovery plan baptised “Next 
Generation EU” funded through long-term 
borrowing, is ground-breaking in that, for the 
first time ever, Europeans will share a common 
debt. 

Of course, the European Parliament still 
has to give its blessing to all the 2021-2027 
budget proposals, through t r iangular 
exchanges among Council, Parliament and 
Commission. But, short of a complete surprise, 
Parliament is unlikely to challenge the principle 
of a recovery plan. Discussions will probably 
focus on how the sums earmarked in the 
budget are to be spread across the different 
programmes and on the issue of the EU’s own 
resources, where Parliament would also like to 
see progress despite the Council’s studious 
avoidance of the issue to date. 

Where defence is concerned, while it may 
be regrettable that only €7 billion have been 
earmarked for the European Defence Fund in 
the multiannual budget approved by the 
States, in other words about half of the amount 
originally pencilled in by the Commission, the 
good news is that the sum to be devoted 
annually to defence investment by the EU is 
four times greater than in 2019 and 2020. It is 
important also to remember that, in the past, 
nothing was included in the EU budget for 
these activities and, before 2016, the very idea 
was unthinkable. The objective of achieving 

European strategic autonomy is therefore 
making headway, even if the term does not 
always have the same connotations in the 
different parts of Europe. 

If we assume that the European Defence 
Fund is indeed approved by Council and 
Parliament (including the budget and the 
article on third country participation, over 
which discussions are still in progress) at the 
end of 2020 or in early 2021, the EU will in 
future have a fantastic instrument for boosting 
cooperation among its members over arms 
procurement, bui lding up i ts defence 
capabilities and fostering European defence 
industry consolidation. It will, nevertheless, be 
vital to keep a watchful eye on how the funds 
allocated are used in practice to ensure that 
sight is not lost of the target of EU strategic 
autonomy. 

While it may be surprising that the 
President of the European Commission, 
Ursula von der Leyen, usually so mindful of 
the importance of European strategic 
autonomy, in particular in relation to efforts to 
combat the COVD19 pandemic, should have 
failed to make specific mention of defence in 
her State of the Union address on 16 
September last. Perhaps this was a deliberate 
move to make it clear to Member States that it 
is ultimately their responsibility to ensure that 
defence cooperation progresses, not just over 
arms procurement but also on the operational 
front, in particular through PESCO projects. 
The requisite instruments are in place and it is 
now up to Member States to show their 
political mettle and use them to good avail. 

Patrick Bellouard 
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President of EuroDéfense-France
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“The Charles-de-Gaulle [aircraft carrier] will need a 
successor” said Florence Parly, the French Minister of the 
Armed Forces at the Euronaval exhibition in October 2018, 
when she launched initial studies for a new aircraft carrier, 
which could be commissioned in around 2030-2035. Will the 
new aircraft carrier be the only one operational? Or will it 
operate in tandem with another aircraft carrier, as the 
Clemenceau and the Foch did in the past? This solution would 
be preferable from a military point of view, so that France could 
always have one aircraft carrier in service, while the other is 
undergoing maintenance or refitting. However, it would be 
expensive, given that the cost of a single ship is estimated at 
4.5 billion euros. 

An aircraft carrier is a major military asset in a navy, as it is 
capable of controlling a maritime area with its carrier strike 
group as well as of launching air operations against land 
targets. Deploying an aircraft carrier in a crisis sends out a 
strong political signal. In the Clemenceau mission from March 
to July 2019, the Charles de Gaulle and its escort ships took 
part in the French Opération Chammal against ISIS in the 
Middle East. The carrier strike group then travelled on to the 
Indo-Pacific region for a series of joint exercises with the US 
Navy and the Indian, Australian, Malaysian and Japanese 
navies, before participating in exercises with the Egyptian navy 
on the way back to France. This shows that fighting terrorism 
and cooperating with allied forces can consist of a combination 
of war and diplomacy. Furthermore, the carrier strike group 
again proved its ability to incorporate European forces, since 
Danish and Portuguese frigates worked with it for part of the 
mission. 

Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer, who was Angela Merkel’s 
successor at the time as the leader of Germany’s Christian 
Democratic Union and is now the Federal Minister of Defence, 

responded to Emmanuel Macron’s proposals regarding a 
reformed European Union in March 2019 as follows: “Germany 
and France are already working on a future European combat 
aircraft... As a next step, we could start the highly symbolic 
project of building an aircraft carrier to give shape to the role of 
the European Union as a global force for security and peace.” 

It is not the first time that President Macron and Chancellor 
Merkel have expressed their wish for a “European army”. 
Europe needs operational military capabilities if it wants to 
maintain its status alongside continent-sized powers such as 
the United States, China, Russia and India. Genuine progress 
has been seen since 2017, especially thanks to the Permanent 
Structured Cooperation, European Defence Fund and 
European Intervention Initiative. However, the European Union 
is far from having a real army. 

A European aircraft carrier would indeed be “highly 
symbolic”, to quote the German politician, and the ship could 
proudly fly the European Union flag at sea and when coming 
into land. That said, defence issues require more than symbols. 
An aircraft carrier is a warship. For its missions to be credible, 
they cannot be confined to diplomatic acts of presence: the 
ship must be operational and with real battle capacity. 

Therefore, building a European aircraft carrier may seem 
premature at this stage of European integration. In May 2019, 
Florence Parly told Radio Monte Carlo (RMC) that “we have not 
reached this point yet”, when asked about how such a vessel 
would be used. It is one thing to build an aircraft carrier, it is 
another to make it operational. Even though it would mainly be 
used for deterrence, it could also be deployed, if needed, in an 
armed conflict or crisis. But we have not yet reached this point. 
The Franco-German brigade is deployed in the Sahel region, 
but only the French troops are fighting the jihadists, the 
German soldiers acting on behalf of the EU to train the Malian 
army or as part of the UN MINUSMA.  

Should we then abandon the idea of a European aircraft 
carrier? Would it not be possible to address both French and 
European needs at the same time? A second aircraft carrier 
would be useful for the French navy. A European aircraft carrier 
would be a huge step forward for the European Union to further 
assert its military power. Why wouldn’t France share an aircraft 
carrier? Why not start building two aircraft carriers - a French 
one and a Franco-European one - at the same time? The 
French one would sail under the French flag, while the Franco-
European one would bear the European flag. The latter could 
also bear the French flag in the event of the French aircraft 
carrier being unavailable. The French aircraft carrier would be 
exclusively financed by France, while the Franco-European 
one would be funded equally by France and the European 
Union. From a budgetary point of view, it would benefit both 

Page 2

EuroDéfense-France                                    September 2019
 

The case for a Franco-European aircraft carrier

This article is the output of a working group within the 
EuroDéfense-France Board

      

Sources: U.S. Navy, U.S. Naval Institute  
Ship illustrations courtesy of the Los Angeles Times                 



      Défense européenne - La Lettre EuroDéfense-France       English version                             October 2020

France and the EU: France would always have an operational 
aircraft carrier that would cost less than one-and-a-half ships, 
the unit cost of building two ships being less than that of 
building just one. Similarly, the European Union would get an 
aircraft carrier that would probably cost less than half the price 
of a single ship. 

A number of sensitive problems would still have to be 
resolved. One major issue would relate to the carrier strike 
group. Indeed, the strength of an aircraft carrier lies in the 
quality of its carrier strike group and its capacity to deploy it 
efficiently. France is the only European country that uses 
catapults, as does the US Navy. The other three European 
countries that deploy aircraft carriers - Great Britain, Spain and 
Italy - do so with vertical or short take-off and landing aircraft, 
with more limited capabilities (range, hardware, etc.).  

The carrier strike group would need to be composed of 
aircraft that are able to land on the decks of the new aircraft 
carriers. This would logically be the future European combat 
aircraft, which is heavier than the Rafale. This project, which 
was launched by France and Germany, joined later by Spain, is 
that mentioned by Kramp-Karrenbauer (see above) and a 
shipborne version would have to be developed. Changes would 
be required in other European countries: the German navy no 
longer has combat aircraft, as these have been transferred to 
the Luftwaffe. Italy chose to replace its AV8B (built by the 
American company McDonnell-Douglas) with F35B aircraft on 
the Cavour and later probably on the Trieste, which is currently 
under construction. Spain would need to replace its AV8B, 
which are currently on the Juan Carlos I. Major political and 
military decisions would be necessary. However, these 
countries, along with others, could be interested in developing 
modern air and sea forces relying on the new aircraft carrier if 
the price were affordable through European cooperation. Today 
four French air wings are attached to the Charles de Gaulle. 
Technically speaking, there would be no obstacle to setting up 
European air wings that could land on the deck of the future 
aircraft carriers, in addition to the French. 

Another sensitive issue is the crew. The crew is what makes 
an aircraft carrier operational. It is composed of air wings and 
the carrier strike group general staff. Given its essential role, 
the crew must be perfectly in tune with the aircraft carrier. 
When the Franco-European aircraft carrier operates under the 
French flag, the crew should be able to engage in combat if 
needed, including non-French crew members. 

European vessels are already included in the Charles de 
Gaulle’s carrier strike group, including in military operations. 
For example, the aircraft carrier was deployed three times to 
strike ISIS and was each time joined by European, German, 
Belgian, British and Italian ships, an experience proving that 
the level of crew training is very high. A European aircraft 
carrier could only lead to greater involvement of European 
navies, which would contribute to their excellence. 

The agreement would also need to determine whether to 
use a nuclear or non-nuclear propulsion system, as well as 
sharing responsibilities among the shipbuilding companies 
concerned, since France is at present the only country with the 
ability to build aircraft carriers with catapults. Issues such as 
the aircraft carrier home port, crew and carrier strike group 
training and exercises or the chain of command would need to 
be addressed. 

Although some issues would doubtless be sensitive, it 
should be possible to overcome them if there is true political 
determination. This would represent a new and significant step 
forward in the European defence and its global reach. 

This article is the output of a working group created within the 
EuroDéfense-France Board and composed of:  
- Patrick Bellouard, Major General (Engineer, retired) and 

President of EuroDéfense-France;  
- Cyrille Schott, Regional Prefect, and former Director of the 

French National Institute for Advanced Security and Justice 
Studies;  

- Patrick Hebrard, Vice-Admiral (retired) and former 
Commander of the Clemenceau aircraft carrier;  

- Gilles Combarieu, Vice-Admiral (retired);  
- Jean Loup Kuhn-Delforge, former Ambassador;  
- Patrice Mompeyssin, General (retired), former Secretary 

General of EuroDéfense-France and Chairman of the 
working group.  
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Until the European Council debunked all the issues 
surrounding  Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) and 
decided on 14 December 2017 to implement it, the concept 
was very obscure and mysterious. To date, PESCO has 
already enabled 34 multilateral cooperation projects to be 
launched within the EU. 

One of these projects is the free movement of the armed 
forces of EU Member States across the European Union. 
Sometimes rather presumptuously called the “Military 
Schengen”, Military Mobility is a subject of almost unanimous 
interest within the Union as 24 States have already subscribed 
to the project. 

In fact, the Allied armies were free to move throughout West 
Germany for several decades during the Cold War. French, 
British, Belgian, Dutch, American and Canadian regiments 
were part of NATO’s operational deployments in the face of the 
Warsaw Pact and moved freely along German roads and 
motorways. However, their field of action was limited to the 
territory of the Federal Republic of Germany, which was the 
potential battlefield at the time. 

 Since then, Germany has reunified and its territory 
correspondingly enlarged, and the European Union has come 
into being. Therefore, European defence now extends from 
Gibraltar to the Baltic Sea and from Brittany to Poland’s eastern 
border. Whether it is due to the rise of European defence or of 
NATO’s presence in Europe, the mobility of units throughout 
EU territory has become an operational imperative. 

In fact, this mobility is fraught with difficulties of all kinds. 
First of all, in terms of principles, because the 27 EU Member 
States are sovereign States that demand respect for their 
sovereignty and only accept the arrival of foreign military forces 
on their soil if they comply with local regulations. For example, 
a French unit needing to reach a training ground or to go on 
operational deployment in Poland, would have to complete a 
whole series of administrative procedures and controls specific 
to each of the countries crossed.  

Secondly, the difficulties to be overcome concern both road 
and rail infrastructure. With regard to road networks, and 
especially motorways, a great deal of work needs to be done to 
define and upgrade the major roads likely to be used by military 
convoys. Particular attention will have to be paid to the type of 
bridges that will have to accommodate the heaviest vehicles. In 
West Germany, from the 1960s to the 1990s, every bridge had 
a yellow sign on which its category was written in black. These 
signs have now often disappeared from the German 
landscape. They will have to be reinstalled and introduced 
across Europe. 

In the railway sector, military mobility is linked to 
standardisation of the European rail network. In some 
countries, notably the Baltic countries, track gauge is not 1,435 
mm as it is in most European countries. Renovating the Baltic 

rail network is very important strategically, especially 
considering the re-emergence of the Russian threat, even if 
this is not as worrisome as it was during the Cold War. 

Finally, over and beyond the efforts to be made with regard 
to infrastructure to facilitate troop and equipment movements, it 
will be necessary to define the procedure to be followed for 
using the network. This brings us to the need for a European 
operational military staff, to organise and plan the movement of 
units, or at least those commanded by the European Union. 
The fact remains that NATO can also command the movement 
of units on European territory. This is why the Allied Command 
Europe (SHAPE) is also interested in this project which, 
launched by the European Union as part of PESCO, could well 
be the subject of a takeover bid by NATO! 

In conclusion, this is a major logistics project, the 
completion of which will take us well into 2025, or even 2030. It 
is a symbolic project as it is proof of tangible progress towards 
European defence. Many aspects of this "Military Schengen" 
include the upgrading of Member State infrastructure and will 
require the skills of military logisticians, particularly sappers. 
But beyond these technical aspects, it is the very sovereignty 
of each Member State which will be challenged and eroded, 
albeit, if we are honest, still very much symbolically! 
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For the majority of States, NATO is viewed as the main 
guarantee of security in Europe. But American unilateralism, 
uncertainty in Turkey and the presence of Russia at Europe’s 
back door, all pose serious questions about the future of 
European defence. Against this backdrop, a debate on the 
concept of a European army would be beneficial, despite the 
doubts and concerns raised by the subject. our subject is to 
test the objectivity of those who categorically reject all 
constructive thought on the topic of European defence.  

This paper will explore the main arguments brought against 
proposals for greater defence and security integration in 
Europe in order to produce a list of recommendations, all of 
which take into account actual constraints. 

Rethinking the conceptual debate and 
looking beyond the controversy  

• Differing perceptions of what constitutes a threat: 
white papers and national strategies reveal that the perception 
of threats, the type of solutions required and the preferred 
institutional channels all differ among European nations. 
Nonetheless, a mutual understanding between European 
countries does exist, in addition to joint support for each other’s 
military activities in their respective geographical regions.  

• A large disparity in resources: average defence 
spending by EU member countries continues to remain below 
2% of GDP. However, measuring defence spending based on 
GDP does not accurately assess the defence investments 
made by European nations, nor does it effectively compare 
their efforts. In terms of human resources, the advantage of an 
expertise-based assessment system would be to highlight 
examples of optimal use of these resources, rather than 
focusing on numbers that are difficult to adjust. Lastly, 
European nations and institutions are currently developing 
several initiatives which are designed to bridge gaps in 
capabilities. 

• Undersizing at the risk of increasing the number of 
military structures: criticising the EU both for the weakness of 
its military structures and for its desire to strengthen them is 
inadmissible and such criticism can only lead to deadlock and 
inertia. It is not intended that the EU equal NATO’s command 
structure in size or in the types of tasks it carries out, 
minimising the risk of unnecessary duplication.  

• Striking a balance between encroachment on national 
sovereignty and interoperability: the aim is not to weaken 
national sovereignties but rather to strengthen them by bridging 
existing gaps on a European level. With this in mind, three 
scenarios seem possible:  

1. An army recruited, funded, trained and employed by the 
European Union,  

2. An army made up of military forces provided by Member 
States which are available to the EU either permanently or on 
request, 

3. An army built on both national contributions and 
community forces and capabilities.  

Regardless of the model chosen, the issue is less one of 
operational challenges per se as of the willingness to take 
shared political action and establish a responsible and credible 
form of European leadership.  
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  Summary of the paper written by The “War” Programme 
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With the participation of EuroDéfense-France

 

Since the creation of the Groupe d’études géopolitiques 
(Geopolitical Study Group) on 10 April 2017, more than 300 
researchers, senior officials, diplomats and journalists from 
over 20 countries have come together to work on one 
common issue: to imagine Europe on an appropriate scale, 
working to create continent-wide scientific, political and 
intellectual debate.  
Their methodology is based on an interdisciplinary, 
multilingual and multiscale approach. They try to surimpose 
intellectual and cultural requirements centred around the 
specificities of the European environment on the most 
technical issues facing politics today. To support this 
approach, we are a regular fixture in the scientific and media 
landscape and participate in numerous initiatives. 
Le Grand Continent is the Geopolitical Study Group’s journal. 
More than 500 articles have already been published in it, 
several publications being covered by international 
newspapers and magazines (among them the Financial 
Times, Le Monde, Dilema Veche, La Stampa, Politico). A 
number of them have also been presented to the European 
Parliament and the French Parliament. 
The group has also contributed to the organisation of several 
study days and international conferences with, among 
others, Columbia University, EHESS, ESSEC, LUISS, 
Sciences Po Paris, Scuola Superiore Sant’Anna, Paris IV 
Sorbonne, Universidade de Lisboa and Universitatea din 
București. They collaborate frequently with think tanks and 
foundations such as the ECFR, Fondation Jaurès, Fondation 
Robert Schuman and Institut Jacques Delors. 

https://legrandcontinent.eu/
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Achieving greater integration for European 
armies  

• Align national strategic cultures: at the very least, it 
appears necessary to use the language developed by the 2016 
Global Strategy in the white papers and national strategy 
concepts to improve the compatibility of European strategic 
cultures.  

• Expand European coordination within NATO: this could 
be achieved by holding regular meetings on European defence 
with permanent and military representatives to NATO, under a 
rotating presidency.  

• Promote greater exchange between European 
officers: the Military Erasmus programme must gain in renown 
and scale. The European Security and Defence College must 
also be developed and its programmes aligned with the NATO 
Defence College in order to guarantee its students a 
recognised equivalence for their qualifications. Officers of EU 
Member States could also be proposed missions lasting from 
six months to a year in their respective national military 
delegations. 

• Create joint operational commands: there have been 
successful initiatives in logistical areas, in a similar way to the 
EATC. We believe that multinational operational commands are 
the next step for European nations. 

• Facilitate military mobility in Europe: there is a genuine 
desire from the institutions to improve military mobility in 
Europe by adapting rules and infrastructure. In order to avoid 
any risk of duplication of effort or losing momentum, any such 
EU institution initiatives must be aligned with NATO’s recent 
initiatives on military mobility. 

• Build on the Union’s successful operations: operations 
Althea and Atalante must be analysed carefully to identify the 
reasons for their success and the problems which arose in the 
field and within the relevant planning bodies.  

• Use the Mediterranean as a test bed for NATO-EU 
cooperation: carried out simultaneously, the operations Sea 
Guardian (NATO) and Sophia (EU) are an excellent opportunity 
for the military personnel involved to learn about each 
organisation’s approach, whilst building bridges to improve 
operational coordination and dialogue between the EU and 
NATO.  

• Foster the development of European industrial 
champions: today the Commission is attempting to develop an 
industrial policy that will have to be administered by its new 
Directorate General. This strategy, which marks an undeniable 
shift in mindset, must be encouraged to help European 
champions enter the global market and be competitive.  

This list of recommendations is designed to encourage 
greater integration between European nations and strengthen 
EU security and defence competencies. However, in the light of 
current debate, it seems necessary to question how 
appropriate the term “European army” really is and envisage a 
less controversial name. It would be misleading to envisage the 
concept according to the basic meaning of the term, for it is 
less about actually creating a single army (a somewhat utopian 
vision), but of using this ideal model as a means of helping us 
better come to grips with complex realities.  
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The point of departure 

In the ten years since the ouster of Muammar Gadhafi, 
Libya has fractured into pieces, along tribal rivalries that were 
unleashed after Gadhafi's downfall.  

In 2014, Libya had just a single government in Tripoli, the 
General National Congress (GNC), which was voted into power 
by popular election after the civil war ended. The GNC failed to 
hold elections before its term ended. Then Gadhafi's rival in the 
East, General Khalifa Haftar (also called Hifter, Hafter or 
Huftur) asked for its dismissal. The GNC persisted, and three 
months later, Haftar - backed by Egypt - launched what he 
called “Operation Dignity” to try to force it from power. The 
GNC then did hold elections, but turnout was low and the 
Islamists, backed by groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood, 
were defeated. The low turnout led to claims that the elections 
lacked legitimacy. A coalition backed by Islamist militias and 
fighters from the powerful western city of Misrata formed the 
“Dawn Movement”, that dislodged the newly elected 
government — the House of Representatives— which fled to 
Tobruk in Eastern Libya. The Misratan-Islamist coalition then 
restored the GNC's power in Tripoli, giving the country two 
governments.  

In an attempt to piece Libya back together, outside powers 
intervened and even the United Nations struggled to resolve 
the Libyan conflict. In 2015, the UN brokered a unity agreement 
the - Libyan Political Agreement (LPA) - between the country's 
two existing rival governments: The General National Congress 
(GNC) in Tripoli and the House of Representatives in Tobruk. 
The GNC government, almost dominated by the political 
Islamists, was disbanded in 2015 and its president went into 
exile.  

Five years after the Libyan Political Agreement (LPA) 
proclaimed an ostensible unity deal, the war-torn North African 
country remains as divided as ever because the LPA, instead 
of unifying the country's governments and bridging its largely 
east-west rift created a new third government, supported by the 
UN: the Government of National Accord (GNA) in Tripoli on top 
of the Council of State. The head of the State Council, which 
operates functionally as a parliament, is a member of the 
Justice and Construction Party (the Muslim Brotherhood in 
Libya).  

A report by the German Institute for International and 
Security Affairs in April 2018 wrote that: “the Council of State 
and the GNA have become a mere façade, behind which the 
armed groups and their associated interests are leading the 
policy”. Moreover, the question is that there is no end to the 
rivalries that have prevented the various factions from 
achieving a lasting political agreement.  

One political and military protagonist supported the House 
of Representatives in Eastern Libya: the self-appointed 
Commander of the Libyan National Army (LNA) Marshall 

Khalifa Haftar. He had been waiting for the implementation of 
the Libyan Political Agreement (LPA) that should have allowed 
him to accede to power peacefully in Tripoli. Since this seemed 
to him too difficult to achieve, he launched his military offensive 
to conquer it in April 2019.  

It seems that the reason behind this move by Haftar is that, 
according to the Libyan Political Agreement (LPA) of 2015, the 
president of the Government of National Agreement (GNA), al- 
Sarraj, should have been replaced in December 2017 at the 
expiration of his mandate. Since this has not happened and 
despite the Conference of Tunis in 2018, the LPA has not been 
amended to allow the replacement of al-Sarraj after the 
celebration of presidential and parliamentary elections. That 
might have facilitated the path to power for Haftar and his LNA. 
But with no democratic solution to the political conundrum, he 
was no alternative but to march towards Tripoli, considering 
himself as having a critical role in reshaping Libya.  

The situation is that each government, the one in Tripoli 
( the GNA) and the one in Tobruk ( the House of 
Representatives) are on two opposite sides in the Libyan 
political spectrum and their respective leaders, who fiercely 
oppose each other, have sought national and foreign support.  

Foreign intervention in Libya 
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Regional conflicts have also overlaid the split between the 
two rival governments and their respective military coalitions 
that have sought the support and help of foreign sponsors. The 
outcome is that the conflict’s protagonists are no longer the 
GNA and armed groups in Tripoli fending off an assault by the 
LNA of Khalifa Haftar. Libya has become an arena where 
competing factions with the backing of foreign stakeholders 
have been attracted since the fall of Gadhafi: foreign powers, 
Jihadists, Islamists, Salafists, militias and paramilitary groups.  

Regarding this country we can say with Leon Carl Brown, 
writing in 1984, that the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
has always been a “penetrated system” where foreign powers’ 
influence decisively impacted, when not actually drove 
domestic policies. Other scholars later echoed Brown’s 
statement, outlining the exceptional porosity of the region. 
Across the MENA, more than in any other part of the world, 
global and regional players have fought to gain political and 
economic influence transforming some countries into veritable 
battlefields, as demonstrated by the most recent cases of Syria 
and Libya.  

In the Libyan question the country has transformed itself 
into a chessboard for inter-imperial competition between 
Western powers and among Islamic and Muslim countries. 
Therefore, the war in Libya, which loomed since the contested 
e lect ions of 2014, has a lso become increasingly 
internationalised, reflecting geopolitical divides throughout the 
Middle East and beyond. The situation risks getting worse in 
the coming months, as rival factions increasingly rely on foreign 
military backing to change the balance of power. The UAE, 
Russia and Turkey, for instance, have established themselves 
as instrumental protagonists on the ground.  

The reasons and justification for the intervention of foreign 
powers are of several kinds and could also being explained by 
geopolitical goals.  

The GNA in Tripoli has received the backing of Turkey and 
Qatar both financially and militarily and some diplomatic 
backing from Italy.  

Turkey’s open military support for the internationally 
recognized GNA, after the signature at the end of 2019 of 
several Memorandums of Understanding (MoU), is not new. In 
western Libya, Ankara began militarily supporting followers of 
political Islam and also revolutionary players, including primarily 
those of Misrata, in the second half of 2014. Weapons 
shipments were nothing like what is being injected into Libya 
today. However, they did occur, particularly during the 2014–
2017 war for Benghazi. In contravention of the United Nations’ 
arms embargo, ammunition and weapons flowed from Turkey 
into Misrata and then from there were passed on to Islamist 
groups fighting Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar’s armed coalition in 
Benghazi. Even after Benghazi fell to Haftar’s forces in late 
2017, Turkish interference continued. All this is to say that 
Ankara, on a clandestine basis, has been propping up anti- 
Haftar groups militarily for over half a decade and today Ankara 
has an overt, official military presence in Tripoli.  

It seems that there are several reasons for Turkish support: 
commerce, maritime issues, and ideology.  

Before 2011 already, as many as 25% of the Turkish 
citizens expatriated in the Arab world were living and working in 
Libya. Turkey exports more than USD 1 billion in commercial 
goods to Libya annually. The number of Turkish contracts 
outstanding in Libya amounts to the equivalent of USD 18 
billion. This represents an enormous volume of construction, 
infrastructure, trade and service business that would likely 
never be implemented and paid for if Haftar were to topple the 
GNA and take power. Indeed, the exclusionary vision of the 
Haftar faction and its Emirati sponsors means that Turkey 
should be stopped as a trading and business partner.  

In the maritime sphere, because very large amounts of 
natural gas have been discovered across the eastern half of 
the Mediterranean over the last seven years, this has created a 
much higher level of solidarity among Egypt, Israel, Cyprus, 
and Greece, as well as France and to some extent Italy. Such 
increased geopolitical interconnection has curtailed Turkey’s 
energy interests in these waters. To overcome this united front, 
Ankara feels it must ensure the survival of the GNA in Tripoli, 
the only Turkish-friendly government in the area.  

By late November 2019, the GNA, to overcome Haftar and 
allies’ military pressures, accepted Turkey’s demands. The 
GNA subsequently signed two MoUs with Turkey on maritime 
borders and security cooperation, resulting in an Exclusive 
Economic Zone that creates a sea corridor between western 
Turkey and Eastern Libya. In doing so, Turkey absorbed a 
portion of Greece’s perceived territorial waters, an act which 
had a negative effect on Libyan-related alignments and 
undermined Egyptian financial interests in the eastern 
Mediterranean. Turkey's new maritime border agreement with 
the Libyan GNA gives it a key ally in the eastern 
Mediterranean's competition for oil and natural gas.   1

In return, Ankara has increased the shipment to Misrata and 
Tripoli of weapons, other military aid and fighters that are 
brought from the Syrian war, violating the UN arms embargo. 
The GNA has started deploying up to 2,000 Syrian-Turkish 
rebels at the front. (As part of the agreement, the GNA is 
reportedly paying each mercenary a monthly salary of USD 
2,000. These payments prove that oil exports are now directly 
funding the foreign mercenaries and Libyan militias in Tripoli 
and Misrata).  

From an ideological perspective, the survival of political 
Islam in Tripoli holds immense value for Erdogan and his 
supporters. Moderate political Islam wielding some degree of 
power in a wealthy North African country represents an 
important symbol in which Muslim Brotherhood and non-
Islamist politicians coexist. In this endeavour, Qatar is in line 
with Ankara in Tripoli by helping political Islam. The United Arab 
Emirates (UAE), Saudi Arabia, and Egypt are committed to 
eradicating that style of governance, and indeed any form of 
pluralism, from the Arab Sunni universe.  

From a geopolitical point of view, Qatar cannot allow the 
UAE to expand its military strength in the Mediterranean. 
Besides, Qatar being a net exporter of natural gas, it cannot be 
absent from any dealings regarding the exploration and trade 
of natural gas in that area.  

 https//www.middleeasteye.net/video/drilling-wars-mediterranean/explained1
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The LNA of Marshall Khalifa Haftar has always found 
support in Egypt and the UAE. His latest offensive against the 
GNA in Tripoli in April 2019 again received the military backing 
of Cairo, Abu Dhabi and also from Moscow coupled with the 
financial aid of Jeddah and of the US President, whose 
administration had supported the al-Sarraj government and the 
UN-backed peace process since coming to off ice. 
Nevertheless, he reversed course in April 2019, following a 
meeting with Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, raising 
the stakes of an escalating proxy war in the Mediterranean.  

Russia is making a powerful comeback in the Arab world. In 
its efforts to pursue such a return, after years of being side-
lined by Western powers, it is also playing a larger role in Libya 
in support of Haftar’s offensive as it has done in Syria backing 
Al-Assad regime.  

By helping Haftar, Russia may once again successfully 
profit from the US and European powers’ collective 
abandonment of credible diplomacy. While Russia lacked the 
political capital to launch an Astana-like process in Libya during 
the January Conference in Moscow, its gamble on the inaction 
of its counterparts has put it in the position of granting Russia a 
position as a power broker.  

The Russia’s deployment of Wagner mercenaries has also 
given to Moscow the role of a primary player influencing the 
military landscape of Haftar’s offensive, thereby also 
contributing to the general’s military and political relevance. 
This conjunction of military and diplomatic efforts is currently 
working to Putin’s advantage and provides Russia with great 
influence in the South Mediterranean. Now, Russia can shape 
the contemporary military landscape in Tripoli’s surroundings, 
sabotage the Berlin process, and determine Haftar’s fate.  

Algeria has tried to re-establish the country’s bona fides as 
regional arbiter. In January 2020, it gathered foreign ministers 
from nations bordering Libya to discuss the situation. But the 
event was overshadowed by more meaningful Libya-related 
meetings in Moscow and Berlin.  

Nigeria, Tunisia, Niger, Chad, Sudan, and Egypt, which all 
have interests in the Libyan landscape, have positioned 
themselves accordingly. The degree of their involvement in the 
Libyan conflict is dictated by the nature of the perceived threat 
from Libya to their national security, history, indigenous political 
developments, and regional alliances.  

The EU and Libya 

The EU and its Member States have tried from several 
sides to develop an effective approach to the Libyan conflict.  

One challenge is that different States support different 
sides: Competition among European powers in Libya — 
specifically France and Italy — will continue to undermine 
attempts to solve the country's political crises because Paris 
and Rome are backing different sides in the ongoing civil war, 
each competing to position itself as the "indispensable power" 
in the region. To this end, May 2019 saw a conference hosted 
by Emmanuel Macron in Paris – with the Italians cut out – while 
Italy held its own rival event in Palermo six months later. 
Neither produced anything concrete for Libyans.  

Another challenge is that EU policy has tended to focus 
less on ending the conflict and more on reducing its impact on 
migration to Europe. Southern European countries, as well as 
migration hardliners like Austria and Hungary, have pushed the 
EU to invest more in technical assistance to stop migrant flows 
across the central Mediterranean, at the expense of focusing 
on finding a political solution to end the crisis. Despite the 
disparity in the way EU countries have been exposed to 
migration originating or transiting via Libya, the policy agreed 
has been to externalize borders. This has made Libya the route 
to Europe and a hub of central Mediterranean migration. The 
blurred lines between armed groups, Libya’s coastguard and 
smugglers have allowed these networks to profit from 
managing illegal immigration.  

The EU should focus on the operational issues so that it 
can maintain a meaningful naval presence in the 
Mediterranean as a deterrent against the flow of embargoed 
arms into Libya. The agreement reached on 17 February by the 
EU’s Foreign Ministers to enforce the UN’s arms embargo 
through a naval force goes in the right direction and might help 
the Berlin process. But this agreement comes with a proviso: 
that these new forces replacing “Operation Sophia” will avoid 
any “potential impact on migration flows” that might have the 
effect of attracting illegal immigration.  

The efforts for a peace process continue 

The increasing intervention in the Libyan proxy war of 
foreign powers, mainly of Turkey and Russia, has produced 
another effort to bring peace to the country.  

With the support of the UN Special Representative, 
Germany launched the latest initiative for peace in September 
2019: a conference to be convened in Berlin as a summit for 
intervening States where it would further seek their support in 
pushing Libyan allies to negotiate in earnest. This initiative was 
looking for an unconditional halt to the support to the warring 
parties in Libya as a way of renewing the UN-led political 
process.  

On the surface, the Berlin conference that took place in 
January 2020 seemed a success. The participants, including 
representatives from Algeria, China, Egypt, France, Germany, 
Italy, Russia, Turkey, the Republic of the Congo, United Arab 
Emirates, the United Kingdom and the United States, signed a 
plan to reduce external influence in the conflict and facilitate a 
United Nations-led peace process. The plan contains promises 
by each country to respect the UN arms embargo and calls on 
the UN Security Council to impose sanctions on sides that 
violate the cease-fire agreement and arms embargo. This has 
never been implemented and, as the Deputy of the UN 
Representative for Libya acknowledged in the last Munich 
Conference on Security in February 2020, the “arms embargo 
has always been a joke” up to now.  

The Berlin process was transformed into a platform through 
which some of Haftar’s backers - particularly France and Egypt 
- attempted to create a political, economic, and security 
landscape in favour of Haftar and his Libyan Armed Forces. 
Even in the Berlin 55-point plan, one of the paragraphs calling 
for the creation of a “new, representative and unified 
government” seems to imply that the days of the GNA of al-
Sarraj are coming to an end. The political aim of Haftar is to put 
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an end to the international recognition of the GNA, supported 
by the UN, by leveraging anti-Turkish sentiment and it is 
considering new approaches like the Arab League and the 
African Union to obtain his goal.  

In Berlin, follow-up committees were also established, 
including a 10-person military committee shaped by 
representatives of the LNA and GNA to draft a more permanent 
cease-fire and a lasting truce. The first meeting of this 
committee in the third week of February 2020 was suspended 
and adjourned sine die because, while it was in progress, the 
LNA shelled the port of Tripoli.  

Despite all the international meetings to bring peace to 
Libya, neither the GNA nor the LNA has any incentive to sign a 
peace agreement at present. If Haftar and his foreign backers 
were to accept any sort of a permanent cease-fire or peace 
process before gaining control of key parts of central Tripoli, it 
would be tantamount to admitting that the April offensive to take 
the city has been unsuccessful. Moreover, it would legitimize 
the GNA and those whom the LNA has portrayed as terrorists 
in talks. With Haftar and supporters such as Abu Dhabi keen to 
avoid such outcomes, they will passively agree to peace talks, 
although they do not want the negotiations to tie their hands 
unless the GNA agrees to the LNA's demands, which would 
include Haftar's appointment as national military chief and the 
institutionalization of the LNA.  

Moreover, Turkey and GNA’s actions have provoked several 
reactions. Among them France and Greece, both seeking to 
show their discontent through more antagonism for Turkey 
within the European Union. On 24 January 2020 Athens said 
that it will veto EU peace efforts in Libya if Tripoli and Ankara 
do not abandon the MoU delineating the territorial waters of 
both countries. This would involve the EU unilaterally 
condemning Ankara’s role in Libya. In parallel, the pre-existing 
struggle between the Turks and the Cypriots in the eastern 
Mediterranean also led the broader Cyprus-Egypt-Israel axis to 
condemn the Ankara and Tripoli maritime interaction. This 
geopolitical dynamic is compounded by the fact that Italian and 
French oil companies ENI and Total are conducting offshore 
drilling off the South-West coast of Cyprus.  

In short, the Berlin process falls in the endless list of 
attempts to shape an intra-Libyan settlement.  

Comments 

With Europe increasingly going its separate ways and the 
US disengaged, the end of the UN-led political process in the 
country may be nigh. Moreover, US and European initiatives 
open the door to multipolarity in Libya, with Turkey and Russia 
filling the international vacuum.  

For Ankara’s aggressive foreign policy, Libya has emerged 
as a critical part of its regional strategy, as Turkey seeks to play 
a larger role in the Muslim world supporting Islamist groups that 
align with it ideologically. Besides, Turkey's maritime border 
agreement with the GNA gives it a key ally in the eastern 
Mediterranean's competition for oil and natural gas.  

The deployment of Syrian fighters of Turkmen origin in 
Tripoli instead of Turkish combat troops gives Ankara a layer of 
protection from the front-line battle and allows an indirect 
confrontation with Moscow that has only sent the Wagner 

mercenaries and advisers to fight along the LNA forces and 
militias but not combat troops. This policy can be considered as 
a way to maintain the status quo between Moscow and Ankara 
in Syria.  

The first aim of Russian presence in Libya is to establish a 
stronghold in the south of the Mediterranean as it has in its 
eastern part with the bases in Syria. Unlike other players in 
Libya, Russia is the only state with enough mercenary ground 
forces to decisively alter the outcome of Haftar’s offensive.  

Ideologically and operationally, both Putin and Erdogan 
have pre-existing areas of cooperation that might continue in 
Libya. Much like Russia’s control over Haftar’s political 
legitimacy, the GNA’s destiny is in Turkey’s hands, with all other 
players gradually losing relevance. On the other hand, the 
backing of Haftar by France, the UAE, and Egypt is de facto 
complementing Russia’s military contribution on the ground and 
masking it with their diplomatic efforts. In this way, the Kremlin’s 
interests are thus advanced at little cost.  

Regarding Turkey’s growing involvement in Libya that 
encroaches on the policy of some European states, the EU 
might set up sanctions, but Ankara considers that its power to 
prevent or to allow the migration of Syrian refugees into Europe 
and its status as a key member of NATO is crucial to warding 
off any EU retribution. The White House’s interest in keeping 
Turkey inside NATO has blocked congressional sanctions 
because of Ankara’s close ties with Moscow in Syria.  

In short, the intervention of foreign protagonists in Libya 
supporting one side of the warring parties might lead to a 
stalemate in the civil war and the military conflict would cast 
Libya's de facto partition in concrete, leaving vast quantities of 
oil in the LNA's hands. Moreover, this involvement will not be 
enough to temper the interference of other players, nor will it 
bring Libyans to the table.  

Ambassador Mariano García Muñoz  
Member of the Eurodefense-España Board 
2 March 2020  
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I am here today to talk about democracy and, in so doing, I 
shall be outlining some of the adversities facing it. I do not 
claim to offer you solutions but they may not be beyond reach. 
We can at least initiate the debate. Firstly, before the 
Enlightenment, there were no democracies in Europe. 
Democracies were created in America at the end of the 18th 
century, later appearing in Europe from the ruins of 
monarchies, a major upheaval that led Alexis de Tocqueville to 
write his exceptional book about democracy in America. 
Democracies are therefore relatively new (some 200 years old). 
They developed throughout the 19th century via census-based 
electoral systems. 

During the period between the two World Wars, 
parliamentary democracies, which were said to be corrupt and 
decadent, were heavily criticised. At the time, there was a 
whole elite that was in favour of creating “good” dictatorships. 
But as you know, good dictatorships do not exist. As Churchill 
so rightly said: “Democracy is the worst form of government 
except for all those other forms”. 

Today, this is a universally accepted principle, except 
maybe among those under 30 years of age. 

The problem is that, nowadays, when a democracy does 
not work properly, there is no other option since dictatorship 
has been totally discredited. 

Why is democracy not working? 
Democracy has been damaged. Fascist dictatorships did 

not last long. Nazism lasted 12 years. Communist 
totalitarianisms lasted longer (up to 70 years). They made us 
believe that there were people’s democracies east of the Berlin 
Wall, which is perhaps the ultimate form of insult. East 
Germany had the temerity to claim to be democratic. After 
1989, these people’s democracies left disaster in their wake. 
This prompted major enthusiasm for democracy at the turn of 
the century. Diluting the praise heaped on democracy or daring  
to say that you were not a democrat became impossible. 
Fukuyama wrote at the time: “Liberal democracy is the end of 
History”, but this is abject nonsense because no regime is 
irreplaceable. The end of history does not exist. It is not in our 
hands.  

At the beginning of the 21st century, things started to 
change with the serious charges levelled against democracy, 
even more serious than those in the 1930s. It was then 
possible to fight against corruption and consider testing the 
option of a good dictatorship. 

Today, democracy has lost its aura and there is a rising 
problem of populism, which is frightening. Democracy was led 
astray by its own ideological radicalisation. It was seized upon 
as a catch-all concept. In the 20th century, universal 
democratisation was the goal, the high point of such thinking 
being reached in 1968. In the words of the philosopher John 
Dewey: Democracy does not work because there is not enough 
of it, just as some would say today: “If Europe works badly, we 
need more Europe”.  

According to this theory, it was necessary to democratise 
the army, political parties, trade unions, families, universities, 

and schools. 
Democracy is made for civil societies. This is an 

important point. It is not made for specific groups, communities 
or institutions within civil society. These particular groups agree 
on targets when they are created. If you join, you cannot 
contest these goals, but you can change institution (or trade 
union, political party, or religion). If army discipline does not suit 
you, you can resign. 

However, we do not choose to belong to civil society, we 
belong to it from the moment we are born, and it is difficult to 
switch to another. If you were born French, it is not easy to 
become Swiss. In a civil society, citizens can gather to define 
their objectives. For instance, they can choose between 
socialism or liberalism. 

At the end of the 20th century, an attempt was made to turn 
democracy into a kind of ideology. This was perfectly described 
by Czech politician Václav Havel, who became president of his 
country soon after being released from jail. On 24 October 
1992, he came to the Académie des sciences morales et 
politiques and explained that he had just realised that 
democracy was an imperfect regime and system for imperfect 
human beings: “It was difficult for me to accept that politics is 
an endless process, like History with a capital H, a process with 
which we cannot say: it is over, we have everything we need. I 
noted with horror that my impatience to restore democracy was 
almost communistic. I was like a child tugging on a plant to 
make it grow.” 

In a way, he had taken out the communist content while 
keeping the same mindset. In other words, we should not 
imagine democracy as a system that will culminate in 
perfection. No regime is immortal, and even democracy has its 
failings and is at times misunderstood.  

This is what happens. We notice that there is a dictator not 
far away, which we find difficult to accept. So we wage war 
against this dictator, we emerge victorious and come up with 
democracy, as if it were some kind of magic wand that just 
needs to be waved for everything to be perfect. 

Then we realise that it does not work, because democracy 
is a culture. It is like a forest, that needs centuries to grow. 
Democracy can only be established in a society where the 
culture is propitious to this style of government.  

This is what happened in Europe during the 19th century. 
Democracy took root, with great difficulty, in a culture that I 
would call liberal, though this term is debatable. Perhaps it 
would be better to speak of a culture with a certain tradition of 
freedom of thought, speech, debate, education, research and 
religion. If you think about religious wars, you will see that 
achieving freedom of religion was a long process. 

If people can vote but there is no pluralism, citizens could 
vote for anyone, including mad imams or tyrants. 

Freedom has to be learnt. 
In the world, developing democracies, regimes that were 

said to be moving towards democracy or that failed to become 
democracies, that do not respect fundamental rights, are 
considered illiberal, Turkey being an excellent example. There 
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was a pro-democratic vote by the urban elite recently, but the 
regime remains illiberal. I am not saying that it is definitive, 
things are progressing, at their own pace. It is the same in 
Egypt or in Libya, which is in the middle of a civil war. 

There are conditions that have to be met for democracy to 
work.  

However, what affects us more are European democracies 
like Poland or Hungary. I do not like the word “populist”, which 
is insulting. No one calls themselves a populist. No one is 
comfortable with this word, whereas they are with “illiberal”.  

In these countries, those who govern think that freedom has 
some limits, which it does not have in the West.  

In France, schoolchildren learn the following, which dates 
back to the French revolution: “My freedom ends where that of 
others begins”. 

This means that we can all give rein to our hopes and 
wishes as long as they do not clash with those of others. We 
are inertial forces, so to speak. Nothing should interfere with 
our freedom, whether it is technical, societal, economic or 
transhumanist, until it encounters a counterforce. 

In illiberal countries, a conscious and unabashed 
conservatism is growing on the basis of a definition of 
democracy, which is internal and stops when I become 
accountable. It is a self-limiting system that specifies the limits. 
It is a force shaped by the concept of limits. It is very different. 
It opens the door to limitations to freedom of movement 
(immigration) and it is related to the sovereignty of the state, to 
the freedom to start a family (everything “societal”). It 
challenges postmodernism.  

Contemporary western democracies also set limits to 
freedom, but these limits only relate to health and nature 
protection. “Populists” and illiberal democracies contest these 
choices because they consider there are more limits. This is 
very clear, for example, among Trump electors. 

In this way, a kind of war is created between the moderns 
and the antimoderns. The two sides are organised around 
social classes: ordinary people on one side, the elite on the 
other, which is pretty ghastly. Each side can threaten 
democracy. Ordinary people are accused of being 
antidemocratic by restricting freedoms. The elites look to 
technocracies and limit freedoms through other means, for 
example when people fail to vote the right way. They obtain the 
desired outcome through the back door. 

A fair, reasoned, and intelligent fight could take place, as at 
the end of the 20th century between the liberals and the 
socialists. But the class struggle is an obscenity. People just 
shout insults such as: “You’re arrogant or stupid”. 

When Hillary Clinton said “you’re a basket of deplorables”, 
everyone was shocked. I recommend that you read Thomas 
Frank’s books, since they explain this phenomenon very well. 

Lastly, I would like to talk about an issue which is rarely 
discussed, that of good citizenship. 

I also recommend that you read “How Democracies Die”, by 
Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblat, in which the authors ask: 
“When should we start fearing populist democracies?”, and 
define some of the warning signs. 

For them, redrawing the boundaries of electoral 
constituencies is populist. Those who insult their opponents or 
place their acolytes in the media are populist. But everybody 
does it. 

A populist government is actually one that does not conform 
to standard norms.  

A good example is that of Viktor Orbán, a man who loves 
posters. On one of them could be read the words: there are 
more rapes among Africans. It was truly shocking. Orbán lost 
the support of the intelligentsia because of this poster, not 
because of his reforms. There are things that just cannot be 
said. 

Democracy also consists of fostering decency. The civilising 
progress of democracy means that some offensive things 
should be left unsaid. This is where the word “obscene” comes 
from, its basic meaning being “offstage”. Not saying unpleasant 
things is a part of morality and charity, especially when these 
things affect other people. Uneducated people can be very 
civilised if they behave charitably. 

Elites often confuse good citizenship and aesthetics 
(politeness and elegance). That is why they ignore what is 
vulgar or obscene. In communist countries, opposition often 
stemmed from the fact that everything was ugly and crude. 

In ancient Greece, democracy sometimes lost ground and 
was replaced by tyranny. To avoid this, the Greeks invented 
ostracism. Every year, in the Agora, they would choose 
someone who represented a danger to democracy. This person 
would be driven out of the city if more than 50% of the votes 
were against him. It was unfair and a breeding ground for 
pursuing personal vendettas against others by suggesting them 
for ostracism, but it was better than being ruled by a tyrant.  

And the selection criterion for a future tyrant was poor 
citizenship. Plutarch takes the example of the quail that 
escaped from under Alcibiades’ coat in the Assembly as a 
symbol of arrogance towards the assembled people. Those 
who do not respect the norms are accused of being potential 
tyrants. 

The fear that democracy will disappear because of lack of 
good citizenship remains strong. Not enough is being said 
about this. Trump is the best example. He may be deliberately 
provocative, but he is still scary. 

To conclude, I wanted to show you that there is such a thing 
as democratic mores. 

I would like to thank Nathalie de Kaniv. If I’m here tonight it 
is thanks to her. We are writing a book together about central 
European countries, countries that I love, that defend another 
kind of modernity, with limits. Postmodernism is the end of all 
limits. Everything is possible as long as it does not encounter 
an alternative force. Such is revolutionary freedom.
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